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ABSTRACT 
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Dr. Daniel O’Hara 

 
There remains in Hawthorne criticism today, despite critical rediscovery of his texts in terms 

of the public sphere, an echo of denunciation that he did not do the cultural work that his 

contemporaries did, that he “distrusted” and “punished” women, and that his work is 

irrelevant to today’s young readers.  He has been largely neglected, as well, by contemporary 

environmental critics who have found nature in his texts to be insufficiently mimetic.  This 

ecocritical reading of Hawthorne in conjunction with that of Catharine Maria Sedgwick and 

Sarah Orne Jewett resolves these critical problems in that he is established as a nature writer, 

narratively rendering nature observation (sketches) and an environmental agenda (tales and 

novels) of expiation for maternal wilderness penetration.  The all-important work of 

Hawthorne might then be called ecological, making him highly relevant in today’s world.  He 

is relevant in terms of women, as well, as nature unfolds in gendered terms in his works, and 

he, along with Sedgwick, positions the human female at scenes of primal violence at the 

heart of New England colonization, which set in motion the devastation of the American 

wilderness.  Hawthorne’s female is a corrective presence to which males remain blind.  

Jewett envisions a post-white-masculine-hegemonic world of female ascendancy, based on 

female symbiosis with nature, the fruition of Hawthorne and Sedgwick’s preferencing of the 

female.   
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 Environmental criticism examines the human-nature relationships and ecological 

subtexts in literary texts and encompasses a critique of American culture, a gendered 

understanding of the landscape, an application of geographical discussion of place and of 

concepts from ecology and conservation biology.  It employs a multi-disciplinary perspective 

and calls for the addition of “worldnature” or “environmentality” to the categories of cultural 

criticism.  This ecocritical approach combines the historical philosophical, deconstructive, 

and psychoanalytic perspective of Patočka, Lacan, Derrida, and Staten with ecofeminism, 

integrating matters of geology, ecology, art, nature writing, and quantum mechanical physics.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Must it not be a wilderness forever? 
             —Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Main Street” 

As ecocriticism continues to proliferate,1 as it ever broadens its range of subject texts, and it 

attracts both major mainstream scholars,2 and critics of the method,3 it becomes an 

epistemological tool to reconceptualize and subsequently re-anthologize the fictions of 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, Catharine Maria Sedgwick, and Sarah Orne Jewett as New England 

nature writers, each learning at the school of his or her predecessor, Hawthorne from 

Sedgwick, Jewett from both Sedgwick and Hawthorne.  Though Richard Brodhead has 

proclaimed that “Hawthorne is not a nature author, but the diviner behind appearances of the 

hidden guilt Calvinism called ‘Innate Depravity’” (26), close readings of Hawthorne’s 

sketches in which nature figures as naturalist’s subject, and of setting, plot, and character 

development in tales and novels reveals an attention on Hawthorne’s part to the impact of the 

human upon nature—and vice versa.  Parallel intertextual moments in their works: a young 

protagonist sitting aloft in great white pine tree, flight to a hermitage, herbalism, and human 

sacrifice, attest to the careful attention paid by each author to the model texts.  Therein lay 

not only organizational paradigms,4 characters, and themes, but material for developing 

environmental agendas in their fiction that address American civilization’s “encroachment” 

(Hawthorne) into the wilderness.   

My purpose is to examine the intertextuality or “‘rich interpenetration’”5 of 

Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett’s fictions to determine the common theoretical and 
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environmental topological elements and to locate an evolution of their environmental 

agendas.  The purpose here, as well, is to identify both the extent to which their conceptions 

of gender influence these nature arguments and the manner in which they render the 

“mystery of nature” in their works.  Congruently, I examine, utilize, critique, and modify 

both the ecocritical and ecofeminist methods, seeking to resolve the dialectical rift between 

the philosophical model of nature and the ecocritical pragmatic one.   

Foundational to Sedgwick and Hawthorne’s environmental agendas is the history of 

colonial violence in the New World.  A hunger for land, like that of a  jouissant God, ever 

demanding sacrifice, the Puritans building up New England, as Richard Slotkin writes, “tore 

violently a nation from the implacable and opulent wilderness . . .” (4).  Puritan forest felling, 

Indian slaughtering, the concomitant resistance by Native Americans, “witch” hangings, and 

neighbor’s land covetousness renders early New England history as one of unending bloody 

glut in service of an “Errand.”  Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie and Hawthorne’s “Roger Malvin’s 

Burial” (RMB) and The House of the Seven Gables become, despite their authors’ politics, 

“document[s] of barbarism.”6  As such, it follows that Sedgwick renders a forest “sacrifice 

rock” scene, one that Hawthorne repeats in RMB and continues through other works, as well.  

Sacrifice in his hands becomes integral to his nature writing as he would come to envision 

reparation, of a sort, for forest felling. 

To better understand and explain Hawthorne’s fictional reparation for wilderness 

destruction, I have developed an eco-psychoanalytic model based on the theory of Jan 

Patočka Heretical Essays on the Philosophy of History, as presented by Derrida in The Gift of 

Death.  Patočka explores the primal return to human sacrifice, despite the tendency in the 
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West of movement toward transcendence, calling it “‘orgiastic mystery.’” The primal 

violence, for Patočka, is not unlike the Biblical sacrifice scene of Abraham and Isaac, which 

entails, he explains, the masculine obeisance to “‘absolute duty,’” or the call of the divine to 

render the sacrifice.  Opposed to the masculine realm of “‘absolute duty’” is that of the 

feminine “‘ethical’” service to family and society.  Patočka’s system best gives resonance to 

Hawthorne and Sedgwick’s colonial sacrifices and violence.  So many gifts of death, Native 

Americans, Puritan sons, the wilderness, itself, are offered to one divine plan or another.  The 

movement of Western philosophy, Christianity, and literature has been, for the most part, 

away from basis, or sacrifice in the cave, toward transcendence, so that when the basistic 

imperative emerges in Western texts, foregrounding what Henry Staten, writing in Eros in 

Mourning, calls “the body of death,” the very physicality of human limitation, of mortality, 

can sink the survivor into almost insurmountable grief (2).  Screaming lamentation by Dorcas 

Bourne in RMB and by the old Pequot woman Nelema and sachem Mononotto in Hope 

Leslie for slaughtered loved ones, inverted grief of Everell Fletcher for an Indian maiden 

about to go on trial, tells of colonial “‘orgiastic mystery,’” or basis.  Hawthorne comes to 

render sons of wilderness-invasive fathers sacrificed in expiation.  Sedgwick spares the white 

son, also a golden-haired, promising boy, like Cyrus Bourne in RMB, but renders the Pequot 

son  killed by Puritans, a sacrifice to their God in fulfillment of their “‘absolute duty.’”   

Derrida, also in The Gift of Death, writes of the “‘mysterium tremendum,’” the terror of the 

subject on being seen by the divine “‘other,’” at the moment of sacrifice, that engenders 

violent “trembling.”  Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett’s characters, at the onset of violent 
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wilderness incursion, of sacrifice, and even of the powerful natural other, do indeed 

“‘tremble.’”        

 

Thesis, Part I 

The answer to the question of what role the female plays at sacrifice scenes, a question that 

Derrida poses but cannot answer (75), becomes the center to all three writers’ ecological 

agendas.  She is liberator of jailed Indian women and savior of a young Puritan male, about 

to die at the hands of the Mononotto in Hope Leslie.  She is present at sacrifice scenes in 

Hawthorne’s works, her very presence, I argue, suggesting the possibility of staying the 

killer’s hand, as that female component of the divine spares Isaac’s life in the Biblical 

sacrifice scenario, and as Sedgwick’s female prevents sacrifice.  Whereas Hawthorne’s males 

are blind to the sanctifying presence of the female at the death scene, Sarah Orne Jewett 

renders a world in The Country of the Pointed Firs in which masculine wilderness invasion, 

exploration, and slaughter has passed, and a new age of the “‘ethical’” female ascendancy 

has emerged.  Jewett builds on Sedgwick’s themes of female mutual support and love in 

Hope Leslie.  Hawthorne, in the interim, would go so far as to sacrifice the exotically sexual 

female who has ventured into the masculine realm of “‘absolute duty,’” the product of his 

ambivalence about women and power.  What Hawthorne does achieve, however, is an 

environmentalism that kills sons of wilderness-invading fathers, in expiation for the rape of 

maternal nature.  Furthermore, Hawthorne’s maternal nature rapes back, as violent, powerful 

natural forces penetrate the male’s body, a natural phenomenon that he perceived in 

Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie.  Thus, the nature writing of Sedgwick and Hawthorne derives from 
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both human and natural violence, as to a certain extent, does Jewett’s, with a hunter 

ornithologist shooting birds in the forest.  Jewett comes to resolve this violence with her 

halcyonic vision of an “‘ethical’” female world, close to nature. 

 

Thesis, Part II 

Any ecocritical reading of Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett would be incomplete without 

addressing the question of “the mystery of nature” (Hawthorne), the “holy mystery of nature” 

(Sedgwick), and nature’s “secrets” (Jewett).  For all three authors it is the transcendent and 

the immanent, yet for all three, from an ecocritical perspective, it is more.  The eco-theory of 

Jean Francois Lyotard affords a more grounded interpretation of the “mystery.”  Lyotard 

deftly borrows the term ‘ecology’ from science and reshapes its meaning to become the 

discourse of the secluded, the secluded being that ‘nature’ which civilization occludes, so 

that art, literature, and writing in general seek to be in sync with that which has remained 

hidden from rationalistic mankind.  Central to his thesis is the creation of a new “economy,” 

not Freud’s “‘psychological economy,’” in which the private becomes public, but 

“oikonomos” (eco-economy or, literally translated: oikos = the hidden: domestic/children/ 

servants, and logos = writing or art in search of it).  The domestic is that which is hidden, 

Lyotard explains, which becomes vehicle for the tenor of the hidden in nature.  He explains 

further that knowing that which is hidden in nature is remaining in the “child state,” as 

Einstein, who was able to sense beyond Newtonian physics, could do. The child state is 

“seclusion,” “being out of sync with time and meanings/expectations foisted upon the child 

which it must learn to resist” (136). 
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It seems that oikos, then, is a wordless oneness with the universe, with the real, with 

truth, scientific or otherwise, and logos is a seeking for language of whatever form to render 

that.  Then any literature is ecological to the extent that it seeks to render oikos.  It follows 

that oikoslogos is seeking that state which is outside of time, outside of that which is taught.  

In such fashion Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett in their literature render varying states of 

oikos, registering a sense of outrage or mourning at oikos interrupted or violated, of alarm or 

terror when oikos becomes a thundering penetration of the human, and of pleasure at 

halcyonic, timeless moments of oikos.  It is in the art language, or logos of the three authors’ 

texts, ostensibly so different, that they coalesce intertextually, as do their environmental 

projects.  “Oikoslogos,” or Lyotardian “ecology” becomes the unifying nature/textual 

foundation of Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett’s nature writing.   

      

Ecocriticism, the Method Defined, Evolved 

Through ecocritism it is the goal of this writing to unveil the oikoslogos and environmental 

agendas of Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett.  Basically ecocriticism connects literature to 

the land, forests, sea, air, animals, and birds, even rocks, on and among which fictional 

narratives are engendered and among which they fictionally occur.  Though there is “no one 

doctrine of ecocriticism . . . ,” it is loosely defined by Scott Slovic as the “study of 

environmental texts by way of scholarly approach, or conversely, the scrutiny of ecological 

implications and human-nature relationships in any literary text, even those that seem . . . 

oblivious of the nonhuman world” (60).  Nina Baym calls Lawrence Buell’s The Literary 

Imagination (1995) the first text of ecocriticism, one in which he identified the non-fiction 
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literary text [as] environmental, freed from the pressures of having to write “a human story” 

(“Region” 301).  Ecocriticism has become a critique of American culture, a gendered 

understanding of the landscape, a new theory of praxis and narrative scholarship, and an 

application of rhetorical theory, of geographical discussion of place, and of concepts from 

ecology and conservation biology to the study of literature.  The method employs elements 

from various academic and cultural areas, such as ecology, art history, physics, quantum 

mechanics—favored for its multiplicity of situatedness that applies best to the replacement of 

the human from without and above nature to within the web of creation—and 

postmodernism.  History, language, and feminist scholarship are especially preferred by 

ecocritics as they integrate the methodologies and themes of each in their critical writing.  

Resisting mind-centered experience, ecocritics often condemn the Marxist perspective that, 

they argue, only construes nature as a socio-cultural construct (Bate 6); however, 

ecofeminists today resist the capitalist hegemonic incursion into indigenous people’s 

territories and ways of existing with nature.  Ecocriticism also calls for the addition of 

“worldnature” to the categories of cultural criticism, along side political spaces (Slovic 161).  

Buell suggests a mimesis that is not “flat naturalism,” but a “dual accountability to interior 

and exterior landscapes” with “creative interplay of language” (qtd. in Coupe and Bate 158).  

The rhetoric of ecocriticism in its earlier manifestations often opened with an 

ecocritical manifesto (Buell continues this form in The Future of Environmental Criticism, 

2005) that states the tenets of the method.  The rhetoric of manifesto tends to read as follows: 

“Given the state of the world’s ecosystems today, in ever increasing decline . . . rising global 

warming . . . species extinction at exponential rates . . . now, more than ever it is necessary to 
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examine literature in terms of its relation to nature.”  Along with the manifesto came a 

rhetorical form of ideological listing, a delineation of the method’s tenets: rejecting dualities, 

which contributers to Coupe and Bate’s The Green Reader, From Romanticism to 

Ecocriticism (2000) identify as that of male Reason vs. female Nature, or culture vs. nature.  

They define and qualify dualities as “alienated form[s] of differentiation in which power 

construes and constructs differences in terms of an inferior and alien realm” (Plumwood 42).  

Coupe argues re. dualities, “. . . the higher rules lower according to its own tyrannous and 

dubious logic,” and “[w]e will not be able to repudiate the ‘master/subject’ [Hegel’s 

dialectics] until we have gone beyond dualism” (119).  Coupe adds, it is “not enough for 

green studies to reject the distinction between the human and non-human”; there is nature 

“independent of cultural construction to which we are responsible even though it is always 

experienced in mediated form” (120).  Rejecting dualities, ecocritics have thus decentered the 

human.   Other tenets that ecocritics have traditionally foregrounded in their works are as 

follows: opposing structuralism that “elides” the non-human natural subjective presence of 

the referent (Donovan 74-75)—The “‘hole’ is not in the language—it’s in the ozone layer,” 

Kate Soper says (124)—, and outright statements condemning the philosophical view of 

nature that renders nature as a Descartian “dead machine,” a Kantian idea, or a romantic 

“dream.”  Rhetoric in early ecocriticism thus often turned to deconstructing metaphors of 

other critical perspectives, shifting critical focus to nature and its destruction by humans, 

away from questions of whether nature is or isn’t there.  All of these more standard 

characteristics of ecocritical rhetoric have revealed what I identify as a certain anxiety of 

acceptance of ecocriticism by the academy. 
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Ecocritical anxiety of acceptance is fading to a large extent today, as its practitioners 

depart from the more traditional methodological rhetorical forms, such as the manifesto and 

the recitation of tenets and oppositions.  Gordon Sayre’s essay “If Thomas Jefferson Had 

Visited Niagara Falls” stands as an example of this evolution to an ecocritical form that 

proceeds immediately to analysis of the human/non-human interrelationships.  The essay is a 

flawlessly-seamed integration of the following methodological approaches under the aegis of 

ecocriticism: biographical criticism, semantics, genre study, art criticism, philosophy, 

deconstruction, psychoanalytic criticism, ecology, contemporary literary theory, nature 

writing, Gothicism, popular culture, archeology, and geology.  Sayre blends all these 

approaches in service of a thesis that the period of 1775 to 1825 in America was 

characterized by a “utilitarian sublime” and that art and literature go hand in hand in 

conveying this.  Sayre’s including other literary critical methods dispels the alienation of 

critics who employ these methods and begins to unite ecocriticism with its forerunners.  He 

re-envisions texts by writers such as Jefferson and Freneau in terms of their relationship to 

the land and the land in relationship to the economics and tourism of the period, 

Enlightenment philosophy, the pastoral and sublime artists of Europe, as well as the 

ecological concept of “‘cross-valley syndrome’” (118), “geological ‘deep time’”7 which 

Sayre calls the “best metaphor of all for Kant’s mathematical time” (119), and the 

“geological . . . sublime” (121).  “Geologic time surrounds humanity yet is on a scale which 

defied the human imagination,” Sayre writes. “[I]t is a creation of scientific measurement, yet 

it mocks the arrogance of this measurement . . . . sublime time is both scientifically and 

spiritually edifying, and it can communicate to us, two hundred years later, the sense of 
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wonder with which early Americans regarded the sublime wilderness spectacles” (121).  A 

shift of literary critical focus to “geological ‘deep time’” begins to bring a whole new 

perspective to Hawthorne’s scenes of massive rocks along Salem’s shore and to his sketch 

narrator, Oberon, as he gazes upon them.  

Ecocritic Robert Kern serves as a missing link in this evolution of ecocriticism from 

the more politicized stage to its anxiety-of-acceptance-free form.  Though opening his 

“Ecocriticism: What is It Good For?” with a manifesto and anti-semiotic offensive, he moves 

on to hack a new road through the tangle of dogma.  Ecocriticism, he says, should go beyond 

“literary or textual policing . . . for the violations of conceptions of environmental integrity 

and biosphere health that were simply unavailable to earlier literary historical periods” (260).  

Authors of “earlier literary periods,” such as Hawthorne, even engaged matters of 

“environmental integrity.” 

 

Nature, Place, Regionalism, and Ecocriticism 

 Examining the evolution of ecocriticism as a method calls forth questions bearing upon 

further delineations of terminology and genre: how is ‘ecocriticism’ separate from 

‘regionalism’?  What is ‘nature’? Is ‘nature’ separate from ‘place’? What is ‘nature writing’? 

What texts are appropriate subjects for ‘ecocriticism’?  Is ‘ecofeminism’ different from 

‘ecocriticism’?  The answers to these questions begin with a brief discussion of the semantics 

of ‘nature’ and ‘place’ and with definitions of ‘regionalism’ and ‘ecocriticism.’  I distinguish 

literature and criticism of ‘nature’ from that of ‘place’ in that ‘nature’ is the non-human, both 

organic and inorganic, and ‘place’ is the specific geo-political location identified with the 
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human and its culture.  Nina Baym wryly notes that “. . . in any relevant text, only a slight 

shift of analytical emphasis—from local people and their lifeways to the ground on which 

they depend—will transform one genre into the other; it is clear that regionalist writing and 

criticism focuses on people and ignores the ground, a habit that is, in turn, the very subject of 

environmentally aware writing and criticism” (“Region” 301).  Baym goes so far as to say 

that ‘ecocriticism’ is “a form of regional writing,” and wonders how ‘ecocriticism’ might 

inform ‘regionalism,’ and ‘regionalism’ inform ‘ecocriticism.’  “New England is commonly 

recognized as the birthplace of both regionalist and environmental writing”, she adds (301-

02).  The methods of ecocritism and regionalism  according  to David Mazel, quoted in 

Charles L. Crow’s A Companion to the Regional Literatures of America (2003), “‘emerged 

more or less simultaneously in response to the various upheavals of modernity, and they have 

since interacted with each other in ways scholars are just beginning to explore’” (129 qtd in 

Baym “Region” Review 300).  Certainly, the works of Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett 

considered here engage both regional, i.e., historical, cultural, folk-lorical, psychological, and 

gender matters, as well as natural environmental ones, the former influencing the latter as it 

becomes environmental agenda.   

 ‘Place’ has everything to do with the human, but it is grounded in a specific location, 

according to ecocritic Howarth, who etymologically traces ‘place’ to its Greek origins and its 

evolution throughout history.  I spend time on this etymology and Howarth’s analysis 

because he, while seeming to combine ‘place’ with ‘nature,’ delineates a ‘place’ that is 

entirely of the human, once past its Greek denotation, and therefore wholly separate from 

non-human ‘nature.’  Though ecocriticism seeks to end dualities, in ‘place’ and ‘nature,’ I 
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maintain, there must be separation in the method, in that the human, inevitably impacts the 

natural realm, often adversely, and it is this negative impact of the human on the earth that 

nature writers address, attracting the ecocritic.  In that ‘nature writers’ may converge, as do 

Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett, in describing a particular pattern of ‘nature,’ such as that 

of New England, they may be writing a kind of natural regionalism, but the ecocritic is less 

concerned with human-made places and cultures of a region and more with nature either 

extant or damaged.   

 Howarth traces the evolution of ‘place’ from object to verb: originally a Greek 

“plateia” or “topos,” denoting a location, ‘place’ in Rome “becomes an open square 

surrounded by houses, evolving to plattia (and later piazza),” which, along with “aqueduct, 

forum, and bath,” figures as the “grammar of civilization” that spread throughout Europe.  In 

the Renaissance ‘place’ came to represent both “physical location” and “status,” as land 

conferred “wealth.”  ‘Place’ became “any geographical space, or any external or internal 

(domestic) space, or a space on a page.”  “Topikos,” was the subject of rhetorical writings, 

such as Aristotle’s Topics.  After 1500 ‘place’ became associated with social meanings “to 

know one’s place”; “to put someone in their place”; “to be a place-man,” i.e., “to maintain 

social order” (511-12).  Today, “placement” in schools and athletic ranking derive from these 

latter connotations of place.  “Place marks space and time, as events are said to take place”; 

extending this meaning, place becomes a “transitive . . . verb” denoting “to position, arrange, 

recognize, identify, and categorize” (512).  One cannot help but discern in Howarth’s 

demonstration of ‘place’ meaning shifting from the noun to verb form, that even as ‘place’ 

becomes a verb, there is that not only of human association, but of human dominance, as 
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colonial and industrial movement entail the controlling of position of the subject objectified, 

exploited, and/or destroyed.  Howarth continues,   

Across twenty-five centuries, a city square becomes a trope for mental activity,  
the means of organizing perceptions into knowledge.  Places write upon the 
mind . . . . what began as a physical object becomes in time the work of 
subjectivity.  As a paradigm, place is physical, social, and intellectual; it 
surrounds constructions like race, gender, or class because they must stand or 
transpire somewhere . . . . While the ways that places look and smell have 
long intrigued writers, they are of less apparent interest to critical readers.  
Ecocritics could dispel that apathy by attending closely to textual places, 
neither skipping irritably over pages of place-description, nor casually 
accepting how we think we see them. (512) 
 

Howarth’s advice to ecocritics to foreground setting in novels is commendable, but given 

Howarth’s description of place in its myriad denotations and connotations, one is more 

inclined to picture the Jamesian flanneur walking the streets of Paris, London, or Venice, 

than a Hawthornian Oberon strolling on Salem’s beach, or Jewett’s Sylvia atop the last of the 

great white pines, imbibing sun, sea, and breeze.  Race, gender, and class “transpire” or 

“stand” “somewhere,” as Howarth claims, but that somewhere is usually a locus of nature 

paved over and obliterated, as Hawthorne demonstrates in the sketch “Main Street.”  

I return, instead to the original Greek meaning of place, or topos, as a general 

location, that, until Romans hemmed it in with city buildings, was in many cases, it would 

seem, closer to nature, unhampered my man.  Only in that sense would I consider referring to 

a natural area or phenomenon as a place.  To that end, I divide the ensuing chapters in terms 

of natural phenomena as topoi, in that they represent locations in nature, its physical 

manifestations: rock, wind, cataract; storm and cave; river and herb; island and bird, that 

draw or impinge upon the characters.  A regional literature of human place, with its ensuing 

criticism, historical and cultural, is already established in the canon.  An ecological literature, 
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with its ecocriticism, its recombinations of nineteenth-century authors across gender, across 

time and politics, will reconfigure the canon.   

‘Nature’ has a long semantic history, that ecocritic Kate Soper deftly abbreviates  

in three categories of meaning: a “metaphysical” concept; a “realist” one, as natural “causal 

processes”; and a “lay” one, of “directly experienced set of phenomena” (124). David Mazell 

defines three kinds of ‘ecology’:  

‘a science, a politics, and a possibility.  Ecological science is the study of the  
relationship between organisms and their environment.  Ecological politics 
concerns itself with the prevention of air and water pollution and the 
preservation of landscapes and ecosystems.  The ecological sensibility 
manifests itself . . . as an aesthetic appreciation of the beauty and ‘rightness’ 
of nature, and an ethical compulsion to minimize environmental damage by 
living more ‘naturally.’ (Crow 129 qtd. in Baym “Region” 304).  

 
Environmentalists, however, fall into the right-wing trap when using ‘natural,’ because the 

term was used by slave owners, such as Jefferson, to connote “correct” whiteness and 

“incorrect” blackness. ‘Natural’ has been co-opted by capitalist advertisers, as well, thus the 

rendering of nature as ‘nature’ throughout this section.8   The following ‘natures’ comprise 

the foci of this analysis: all three of Soper’s categories and all three categories of Mazell’s 

‘ecology.’ Nature writers here become public in taking their observations and environmental 

agendas to the literary marketplace, engage ‘nature’ scientifically in terms of geology and 

naturalism, and develop literary visions of a world free of destructive domination of nature.   

Continuing to elucidate the terms of nature text analysis, I turn now to ‘ecofeminism,’ 

which defines itself as separate from ecocriticism, but which I have found invaluable in 

analyzing the nature writing of Sedgwick and Jewett, despite certain inconsistencies in the 

method.  It originated in France in the 1960s9 and has remained since its inception an entirely 
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politicized critical perspective that to this day continues to put forth its position early on and 

throughout most of its works, a strong thesis of anti-masculine, capitalist, hegemonic 

devastations of both women and nature, primarily in Third World countries throughout the 

world.  As such, ecofeminism has had a profound impact upon the paradigm shift of the 

human and nature in Europe, and that has gained momentum in the United States and in other 

countries throughout the world.  The ecofeminist politicizing of literature tends to hold sway 

more than the ecocritical manifesto simply because of profound revelations such theorizing 

produces, such as Annette Kolodny’s identification of European and American male authors 

female-gendering the land and producing a logos of maternal nature violation in her 

groundbreaking The Lay of the Land.  It is upon Kolodny’s land-gendering theory that I build 

much of my argument here.  Ecofeminist Deborah Slicer is careful to critique the works of 

other ecofeminists to reveal weak points in their arguments, in search of practitioners who 

write about actual examples of Third World resistance to foreign corporate destruction of 

their agriculture. This anti-white hegemonic, capitalist position is based on a standpoint or 

privileged relation to nature that can be acted upon by males as well as females.  I 

deconstruct in Ch. 4 the ecofeminist criticism of Josephine Donovan for inconsistencies in 

logic and language.  Most problematic in her analysis of Jewett’s “A White Heron” are the 

assignment of an ecofeminist political agenda to a young, simple rural girl, rather than to 

Jewett, herself, and the failure to note Jewett’s shift to a realist perspective at the story’s end 

that deconstructs any celebration of female symbiosis with nature, unlike her later position in 

The Country of the Pointed Firs.    
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Positioning the ecofeminist position in a dialectic with the psychoanalytic theory of 

Henry Staten (Eros in Mourning) yields a rich synthesis of the impossibility of the female to 

ever completely escape impacting nature.  Staten argues that all attention in a direction is, 

itself, desire, is erotic (13); one can never avoid the possibility of dominating nature by the 

human, as many ecofeminists try to do.  The ecofeminist turn to a respectful, loving attention 

to the separate “particulars” of nature, based, in part on Susan Sontag’s “‘erotic attention’” 

and deriving, as well from Buber’s “I-Thou” theory and Bakhtinian dialogics (Donovan 89) 

to nature is, of itself, a form of domination, for the natural subject necessarily becomes, even 

grammatically, an object to be subsumed within the arc of human activity.  In terms of 

quantum mechanics (a model favored by ecocritics), the object is always changed by human 

observation.  The sandpiper that nineteenth-century American nature writer Celia Baxter 

observes, “faking” injury, she decides, to protect its nest, and that flies away, just “fine,” 

when she addresses it (Kilcup Women Writers, 208-09), has been impacted, first by her 

presence, then by her voice, and perhaps by her misperception.  The nest is left open to 

predators.  How does she know it is not injured?  Injured and sick birds might fly off at the 

approach of a human.  Readers of Jewett’s “The White Heron” might journey into Maine 

woods to find similar wildlife, may want to live there, may become so many that woods will 

be taken down to make room for their deluxe homes.  Chains of desire initiated by the nature 

writer enact cascading destruction, so that even the ecofeminist becomes the dominator or the 

catalyst of domination.   

Even the ecocritic who disagrees with the ecofeminist position falls into the trap of 

dominating nature in some way.  Howarth writes (qtd. in 511), in an essay opening with an 
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attack of the ecofeminists, that the very dualities that ecocritics and ecofeminists eschew are 

responsible for “illusions known as love or reverence for nature” (509). “Nature does not 

need our love,” he continues, slamming the ecofeminist “loving attention” to nature as a 

means of resolving patriarchal domination of it, “. . . but we need its life and health,” he adds.  

Howarth then creates his own meaning of “loving attention” in a “respect” for a “limited 

terrain,” and a “re-vision” to end “dominance.”  Similar in goal with ecofeminists, 

nevertheless, is that of ending dominance of nature. Howarth’s thesis reveals a human-need 

for nature at its core, which, given the desire that, in Statenesque terms, is inevitably erotic, 

even Howarth’s approach is a kind of dominance.   

Even more cynical responses to both ecocriticism and ecofeminism and to nature 

writing have come from major scholars and authors of late.  Nina Baym, reviewing works of 

ecocriticism, observes the conflation of the human with nature: she writes that nature is a 

“human idea, culled from millennia of farming, foresting, mining,” and such practices 

(“Region” 302). “Thus the ground is overrun with the human before it becomes an object of 

analysis, and the question of what is left of nature to be saved is not a frivolous one” (302).  

Joyce Carol Oates “has mocked nature writers for a ‘painfully limited set of responses . . .[:] 

REVERENCE, AWE, PIETY, MYSTICAL ONENESS,’ and ecocritics too often echo that 

laudatory tone,” (qtd. in Howarth 511).  Oates, however, caught up in her negative view of 

nature writing and ecocriticism, fails to realize that she has just described Romanticism.  

Baym, though her observation of nature overrun with the human is astute, fails to recognize 

that it is the components of nature destroyed by the human, and therefore separate from the 

human, that ecocriticism addresses.  
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The cynicism of ecocritics like Howarth, of scholars like Baym, and of fiction writers 

like Oates points to a failure, much like that of males at Hawthorne’s sacrifice scenes, to 

recognize the sanctifying presence of the “‘ethical’” female that can stay the sacrifice and the 

oikos, or wordless oneness with nature, that so many authors seek to render.  However 

problematic the arguments of some ecofeminists may be, however blind to the impossibility 

non-human dominance of nature, their reverencing nature—and this may be their appeal—

their peaceful approach to nature is a position that Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett develop 

in preferencing the powers of the “‘ethical’” female.  Even the males partake of this in 

Jewett’s final vision of an old widower sailor, Elijah Tilley, in Firs, living out his life sewing 

in the domestic space of his dead wife.  Like Jewett, the ecofeminists envision a world post-

violent sacrifice of the human and the natural realm.  Jewett’s vision evolves from the earlier 

story “The White Heron” in which a child’s sacrifice of connection with a monied 

hunter/ornithologist could, the narrator suggests, result in her loneliness, or, worse, downfall, 

economically and socially.   Jewett’s eventual transcendence of violence is the culmination of 

Sedgwick’s resolution of colonial violence, and of the suggestion made by Hawthorne that 

the “ethical’” female represents the door through which lies the path of non-violence and end 

of sacrifice. 

 

 

 

Ecocriticism and Hawthorne 
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 Ecocritics who have attempted to introduce nature within the dialectic of text and culture 

have begun to examine the works of Sedgwick and Jewett, but, as of the onset of this project, 

they have, for the most part, bypassed Nathaniel Hawthorne’s works.  Kelly Flynn devoted 

an entire essay to Hawthorne’s Blithedale in the 1988 anthology Reading the Earth, New 

Directions in the Study of Literature and the Environment, in which she concluded that 

Coverdale was not comfortable with real, rotting nature, and preferred the long artistic view 

of nature’s landscapes from afar (144-54).  Others, which I outline below, have addressed 

Hawthorne and nature tangentially in their works.  More recently the 2008 Hawthorne 

Society Summer Meeting featured a panel on “Hawthorne and Nature,” chaired by Melinda 

Ponder, in which I presented Ch. 1 of this dissertation; Monika Elbert presented “Hawthorne, 

the New Frontier, or Why Dimmesdale Can’t Go West” that positioned Oberon and 

Dimmesdale as English in nature and uncomfortable with raw nature.  Hiroko Washizu 

presented a cosmic picture of Hawthorne and nature, “Celestial Hieroglyphics.”  Ecocritics in 

general have favored twentieth-century authors and poets and the writing of romantics 

Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman, and Worsdworth.  More recently, Melville has become the 

subject of ecocriticism. Renaissance texts and those of other periods now attract ecocritics 

and other critics regularly.  Ironic as it seems, given Hawthorne’s place within the 

transcendental/romantic period, which is so characterized by an emphasis on nature and its 

role as gateway to the Platonic/Kantian realm of ideal forms, Hawthorne’s novels and tales, 

for the most part seem to defy ecocritical analysis despite its anticipation by D.H. 

Lawrence.10  He wrote in 1918-19 that the very nature of America—“meat of wild creatures, 

corn of aboriginal earth . . . savage air . . . radiation of new skies, new influences of light” 
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“impregnated” British Americans to create a new “race,” Americans, i.e., the land itself 

“produced the writings of American classics” (178, 167).  Lawrence’s focus on immanence, 

on the agency of American nature in impacting subjectivity, fell by the wayside as critics 

came to focus on quaint regionalism, Calvinism,  psychological subtexts, structuralism, 

nation building, failure to do “cultural work,”  gender, children’s literature, and middle-class 

identity formation in Hawthorne’s fiction.11 

Whereas Lawrence saw psychoanalytic gold mines in Hawthorne’s writing, based on 

the natural “passional” mind vs. the rational, Hawthorne’s absence from tables of contents of 

most of today’s major ecocritical publications, has been due to insufficient mimesis, 

according to many critics.   Because he admittedly took nature a step further in his works, 

“‘heightening’” it, as Matthiessen quotes him, or relegating it to the role of symbol, many of 

today’s ecocritics have largely ignored his texts. Eric Wilson, like Brodhead, writes in 

Romantic Turbulance, Ecology, and American Space that “Though Hawthorne is an astute 

critic of the excesses of modern science, he remains much more interested in the human 

heart—primarily its Calvinistic struggles with sin—than in relationships between humans 

and nature” (xix).  Lawrence Buell only mentions Hawthorne in passing in Writing for an 

Endangered World, noting that the poisoning of Rapaccinni’s daughter in the eponymously 

named story is congruent with such environmental disasters as New York’s Love Canal (36).  

Buell also finds the story—and “The Celestial Railroad”—a “techno dystopia,” as 

“evidence,” along with Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, of “older patterns of thought” 

regarding the dangers of modern science (36).  Buell does not, however, engage in eco-

analysis of the two works, so that the Hawthorne eco-conversation remains but a miniscule 
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part of his larger work.  Hawthorne only merits a brief mention in the 343-page The I.S.L.E. 

Reader, Ecocriticism, 1993-2003 (International Society for the Study of  Literature and the 

Environment) in an essay on bioregionalism noting the herbalism in The Scarlet Letter of  

Roger Chillingworth (Lindholdt 249).  Some ecofeminists have relegated all male romantic 

authors and poets to a category of “androcentrism,” for their “using” nature as a dialectical 

sounding board in location of subjectivity (Legler). The tide of ecocritical rejection of 

Hawthorne is turning, though, and I predict, along with this publication, more focus on 

Hawthorne by ecocritics in the years to come.   

I answer the question of how to do an ecocritical reading of Hawthorne’s texts by 

combining the psychoanalytic perspective, from Lacanian, and Statenesque points of view, 

with ecocriticism and ecofeminism, integrating matters of geology and ecology, art, nature 

writing, and quantum mechanical physics, along with philosophy.  The ecocritical method is 

best displayed as a hybrid of academic disciplines.  When reading the fiction of authors of 

the nineteenth century, however, one must modify the ecocritical method to honestly adhere 

to the forms and themes of the texts.  As Hawthorne and Sedgwick counterposition the 

masculine and the feminine, dualisms must be addressed.  Maintaining adherence to the text 

affords, however, detection of an evolution in form and content, so that combining 

Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett in an ecocritical analysis reveals not only the extent to 

which the authors influenced each other, but the degree to which each figures as a 

modification of the previous model in terms of evolving an environmental agenda that moves 

teleologically.  Jewett, discerning the suggestions of Sedgwick and Hawthorne that the 
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female plays a key role in natural sacrifice scenarios, responds by eliminating the sacrifice 

altogether.  

 

Scholars of the American landscape 

 There were Americanist literary scholars and theorists of American nature and the 

human long before ecocriticism came into being, and to render fully the context of 

environmental criticism surrounding Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett’s fictions, I turn 

briefly to them and to one of the many scholars who, today, are engaging ecocriticism 

without either knowing it or stating it as they examine the relationship of the land and the 

human in their works.  From Emerson’s essay Nature, to the early Hawthorne criticism of 

Henry James, the twentieth-century criticism of Perry Miller, the theorizing of Leo Marx, 

Myra Jehlen, and Jane Tompkins, to that of feminist Annette Kolodny, the subject of the 

American landscape and its formative effects upon the human, and the human’s effects on 

the landscape have been studied and theorized at length.  Perry Miller extrapolated Henry 

James’ comment in Hawthorne that the author lived in a region lacking in cultural resources 

(Wilson 24) to say that the very land of America was “vacant,” such that “Americans [were] 

‘deeply interesting amid their solitudes’” (Miller, Nature’s Nation 11).  In response Jane 

Tompkins post-structurally repopulated the American landscape, as it were, with Native 

Americans (“‘Indians’” 583-602).   

Miller goes on to proclaim the American Romantics complicit with the destruction of 

the American environment in the project of national identity formation, asking whether the 

United States was “primarily a product of lofty Purtian spirituality, or of a decidedly more 
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worldly Enlightenment materialism?  Was America fundamentally different from Europe       

. . ?” (qtd. in Mazel, Environmentalism, 2000, 314).  He concludes that “the presence of its 

wilderness—which became associated with God—kept its citizens morally uncorrupted and 

distinguished from Europe” (314).  Miller points to what seems a tragic paradox, asking, 

“But how ‘could we at one and the same time establish our superiority to artificial Europe 

upon our proximity to Nature, and then view with complacency the rapidity of our despoiling 

her?’” (qtd. in Mazel 314).  Miller rightly identifies the devastation of the American 

wilderness and then ties it to an even darker motivation.  His answer: 

. . . ‘almost as soon as the identification of virtue with nature had become 
axiomatic, the awful suspicion dawned that America was assiduously erecting 
the barrier of artificiality between its citizens and the precious landscape.  If 
God speaks to us in the sublimity of Nature, then was not this flood of 
pioneers a devilish stratagem for drowning the voice of God? (qtd. in 415)      

 
Miller goes on from pointing out this irony to accuse the romantics of colluding in the ‘plot’ 

to hide America’s dirty truth.  The 

romantic fetishizing of the landscape belied the reality of the nation’s urban- 
industrial development . . . . ‘The more rapidly, the more voraciously, the 
primordial forest was felled, the more desperately painters and poets . . . 
strove to identify the unique personality of this republic with the virtues of 
untarnished, or ‘romantic,’ ‘Nature.’  Such an argument suggests that the 
nineteenth century environmentalism was less about preserving American 
wilderness than about safeguarding the nation’s identity. (qtd. in 315) 

 
But were the Romantics really so deeply mired in the cover up?  Miller’s argument, to his 

credit, anticipates the ecofeminist position on American female maternal nature raped.  His 

position on what American nature was to the Romantics paints Hawthorne as a naïve dupe 

though in the American propaganda machine, or at least an unwitting mote on the building  

wave of American cultural formation.  But Hawthorne renders nature raped in his fiction, not 
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its “purple mountains’ majesties,” and decries “encroachment,” as one would find if one read 

carefully through his sketches.  Hawthorne seems to anticipate Miller’s identification of 

American lands wasted, and those of the ecofeminists.  Furthermore, Satanism lying at the 

heart of the American expansionist project was central to both Melville and Hawthorne’s 

fictions.  

 A very tangibile American landscape impinges upon the human, as D. H. Lawrence 

wrote, and as Hawthorne renders in scenes of Niagara “vibrations” penetrating the 

“trembling” Oberon through the night while he lies abed in a nearby Inn, as Blithedaleans 

huddle in the Foster farm house as a powerful snowstorm rattles the walls, and as Sedgwick 

renders in a scene of lightning penetrating the Pequot sachem Mononotto.  Subjectivity then 

for Hawthorne and Sedgwick is shaped by natural forces.  Myra Jehlen’s argument about the 

role of nature turns on the topic of romantic subjectivity.  She identifies the distinction 

between empiricists’ vs. romanticists’ notions of nature in the land and foregrounding it as 

ideologically self-formative interiority for the romantics—not backdrop to their egocentric 

musings, or, worse, palliative to industrialization.  “Jefferson and Franklin,” she writes, 

“delighted in the land as ‘opportunity.’ But none of these spoke of their participation as a 

personal matter, that is, as defining their inner being” (77). Against this position, Jehlen 

places Wordsworth’s “‘recogniz[ing] in “nature” the “anchor of [his] purest thoughts’” and 

“‘the guide’” (“Tintern Abbey” 11.106-111).  Although Wordsworth’s delight in the woods 

“heighten[s] his own separate autonomously creative consciousness,” Emerson’s “‘perfect 

exhilaration’” merges into universality, one which his admirer Nietzsche would later locate 

as the “Dionysian.”  Jehlen moves in the direction of nature’s agency when she adds, “He 
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finds not only inspiration for poetry, but the poems themselves . . . . ‘Nature, in its ministry to 

man, is not only the material but also the process and the result’” (“Commodity” qtd. in 

Jehlen 96), a theme that Hawthorne develops in The Blithedale Romance with the poet 

Coverdale.  Nature’s agency becomes, in a sense, Lyotardian oikos, which Hawthorne seeks.  

Emerson writes of the role of natural oikos in logos formation:  

Nature as poet: ‘in its forms and tendencies’ is already describing ‘its own 
design’ . . . what nature said in its hieroglyphics of ‘natural facts’ was 
equivalent as a statement to what men might say in words . . . man’s truest and 
best creations [are] dictation from nature . . . . ‘The greatest delight which the 
fields and words minister is the suggestion of an occult relation between man 
and vegetable’” (Emerson qtd. in 96). 
 

Jehlen calls this “the spirit incarnate” in nature (79).  

Emerson’s transcendentalism thereby engenders an ideology of subject involvement 

with continent that   

discovers infinity inside the finite . . . the material dissolves into the 
observer’s knowledge . . . [which is] simply vision . . . this knowledge renders 
the object infinite, so that by knowing the continent . . . the infinite spirit 
renders it infinite . . . . Emersonian transcendentalism is the philosophy of 
American incarnation, and its fulfillment is an unlimited individualism 
whereby the self transcends its mortal limits by taking total possession of an 
actual world . . . each individual discover[s] his own new world. (77)  

 
Emerson thus sets the stage for “self-reliance” and nationalist expansion based on 

empowerment through identification ideologically with the land.  

I argue, however, in line with Lawrence’s position that the land forms the people and 

their writing, that the American landscape with its observers thus assumes agency, as it 

confers upon its observers subjectivity shaped by the land, itself.  Emerson, then, would 

respond to Miller, if he could, that nature was writing, itself in the form of Hawthorne’s 

prose.  Coverdale’s poetry, in like fashion, is written by the breezes of the forest—the aeolian 
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harp—, passing through his leafy hermitage and silenced when he loses his connection to 

nature in the end.  Though Hawthorne is taken up with the subjectivity of his male narrators, 

unlike Jewett with her female narrators in Firs, he, nevertheless, deconstructs in various 

textual moments what ecofeminist Josephine Donovan calls “Western discourses of 

domination” (81).  He does not disguise them.   

 As if in response to Miller’s charge of romantics’ being complicit in covering up 

nature destructing as the nation was expanding, Leo Marx, in the groundbreaking work The 

Machine in the Garden, relates the passage from Hawthorne’s Journal, in which Hawthorne 

speaks of alarm on hearing a train whistle “‘pierce’” the silence of his woods walk (qtd. 

Marx 13-14).  Continuing the critical conversation on Hawthorne and the American 

landscape, Gayle Smith writes of Hawthorne and Jewett’s rendering of American luminist-

type landscape vistas in their fictions and says that Jewett “confirms her own ideas of the 

impact of the landscape on personality” (183).  Jewett visits the “‘dreadfully sad old village’” 

near the home of the Brontës and observes, “‘Nothing you ever read about them can make 

you know them until you go there’” (Fields 158 qtd. in Smith 183).  Going there becomes the 

sine qua non of  Americanist land scholars, American ecocritics and ecofeminists, and nature 

writers, in that it is ever the land, sea, or air that construes meaning in a text, confers 

subjectivity, elicits a logos of  ever turning to nature in search of its voice of transcendence 

and immanence, and of violation, beauty, and power.  
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Chapter Summaries 

In Chapter 1, “Of Rock, Wind, and Cataract: Hawthorne and the Role of the Female in 

Nature and in Sacrifice,” I first establish Hawthorne as a nature writer, from close textual 

parallelism of his own writing with that of naturalist/botanist William Bartram to 

explorations of his sketches, “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore,” “The Canal-boat” and “My Visit 

to Niagara,” which, re-envisioned ecocritically, reveal ample evidence of Hawthorne’s 

attending to nature.  Hawthorne’s repeated passages foregrounding rocks, originally from 

Salem’s beach, reveal his fascination with the ongoing debate between his geology professor 

at Bowdoin College, Parker Cleaveland, and Alexander von Humboldt about the nature of 

the earth’s crust.  

 The majority of the chapter opens the book’s theoretical basis in the writings of 

Patočka, Lacan, Derrida, and Staten and initiates the argument that Hawthorne presents the 

possibility, in situating “‘ethical’” females at sacrifice sites, of preventing the killings of sons 

of wilderness pioneers.  Hawthorne’s environmental agenda, though, requires the sons’ 

deaths in expiation for the rape of maternal nature.  I build the latter component of the 

argument on Annette Kolodny’s identification of male writers’ female gendering the 

American land and rendering “her” violated.    

Chapter 2, “Of Storm and Cave:  Hawthorne, Woman, and Nature, Basis and 

Anabasis,” expands the argument on Hawthorne and sacrifice to the novel The Blithedale 

Romance to identify a cessation of wilderness-invading son killing and a transformation to a 

model of male protagonists’, Coverdale and Oberon (of “Foot-prints”), invading natural 

womb spaces.  From cave to arboreal “hermitage,” males fleeing violation by society seek 



xxxviii 
 

restoration of subjectivity, or rebirth. Hawthorne explores the terrors of subjective death on 

falling in love, for fear of the love object’s dying (Statenesque “thanato-erotic anxiety”) in 

the Blithedale “cave” scene.  Hawthorne embodies transcendental and New England summer 

in the character Priscilla and an exotic, sexual nature in Zenobia, whom Hawthorne kills, a 

sacrifice at a cave.  Zenobia dies because she has ventured away from the “‘ethical’” female 

role into the masculine “‘absolute duty’” realm, in Patočkan terms.  Analysis of the relation 

of Hawthorne and women informs the argument of this chapter.  

Chapter 3, “Of Storm, River, Rock—and Herb: Hawthorne and the School of 

Catharine Maria Sedgwick,” examines the degree to which Hawthorne was influenced by 

Sedgwick’s earlier novel of Puritan Indian Warfare, Hope Leslie.  Sedgwick’s is an 

environmental agenda of powerful, dark forces of nature impacting the human, and a turning 

to the gentler forms of nature, as Sedgwick turns from Puritan massacre of Native Americans 

to a gentler attitude of inclusivity, a milder theology of Unitarianism, and early romanticism.  

Most formative for Hawthorne, and for Sarah Orne Jewett, are plot structures, 

characterizations, and themes of female empowerment, mutual support, and love.  Also 

affecting the young Hawthorne are scenes of near sacrifice at a rock in the forest, of 

“castration” of a young Pequot female’s arm as she saves golden-haired young Everell 

Fletcher from sacrifice.  Hawthorne would come to model his sacrifice scenes on Sedgwick’s 

but alter them in actually killing the young golden-haired Puritan boy.  Here Hawthorne 

modifies Sedgwick’s earlier example in service of his environmental agenda.  Sedgwick 

engages oikos, or the hidden in nature, as an all-protective maternal spirit, of which the spirits 

of seven dead mothers in the novel participate.  Unique to Sedgwick is the motif in which the 
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strength of her eponymous protagonist derives, in part, from the strength of a Pequot sachem, 

as lightning, Monotto, and Hope Leslie are united in one transcendent moment.  The 

ecofeminist theory of Deborah Slicer informs the argument of this chapter.  

Chapter 4, “Of Herb, Island, and Bird: The Turn of the Tide,” develops an argument 

that Sarah Orne Jewett intertextualizes with both Hawthorne and Sedgwick, creating parallel 

scenes to offer a feminist response to Hawthorne and to develop further Sedgwick’s theme of 

female mutual support and love.  Jewett’s response to Hawthorne, however, as I argue, 

actually builds on his suggestion of the power of the “‘ethical’” female to prevent sacrifice.  

The “‘ethical female’” emerges in ascendancy in Jewett’s novel The Country of the Pointed 

Firs, as the age of the wilderness-invading, violent male is on the wane in her vision.  

Ecofeminist theory of Joesephine Donovan informs this argument and is, itself, 

deconstructed to a certain extent, as inconsistencies in her application of Jewett’s admonition 

to “ ‘tell the thing!’” contradict Donovan’s application of Bakhtinian dialectics in terms of 

“thing”-ness.  Lacanian “das Ding” concludes this discussion.  I also deconstruct the usual 

ecofeminist celebration of the earlier Jewett story “The White Heron” as primarily rendering 

of female symbiosis with nature.  Due to shifts in narrative perspective, Jewett, turning to a 

realist theme amidst a phenomenological story, renders a child threatened, herself, as she 

disassociates herself from the monied bird hunter and possibly comes to face “sink[ing]” in 

the mire of the industrial town from which she has come.  By the end of this chapter, I 

present a resolution to the philosophical/pragmatic view of nature that is dividing Kantian 

scholars and ecocritics.   
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CHAPTER 1 

OF ROCK, WIND, AND CATARACT: 
HAWTHORNE AND THE ROLE OF THE FEMALE IN NATURE AND SACRIFICE 

 
“ . . . for Hawthorne, the child really is father to the man . . .” 

                                —Richard Millington, The Cambridge Companion to Hawthorne 
 
 

 For Hawthorne, engaging matters of land, not so much as ‘place,’ the socio-politico-cultural 

construct, but as ‘nature,’ becomes an ongoing desire to know the beginnings of things, most 

notably in his sketches, “encounters between a wandering, observing, or imagining narrator 

and [both] the fleeting phenomena of everyday life” (Millington 5 on Hamilton 99-120) and 

the enduring natural phenomena.  Hawthorne’s narrative persona Oberon gazes at rocks 

along the beach just outside Salem in the sketch “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore” and wonders 

about horizontal striations resembling handwriting of “an antediluvian race.” At the same 

time, however, he is teleologically attuned to the ever-present evidence of the end of pre-

colonial natural America.  Oberon decries the “encroachment” of an expanding American 

nation into wilderness realms in the sketch “The Canal Boat,” not so much as a central 

theme, but in a series of moments along the way.  Hawthorne develops this subtext of 

violation further in some of his tales and novels and offers possible imaginative resolutions in 

terms of both.  Overall, his desire was to know the “mystery of nature,” and a new reading of 

his works reveals this to go beyond the romantic and Platonic sense, beyond a symbolic 

realm, to go back to ‘nature’ in which so many of his works are based.  It is physical ‘nature,’ 

that ecocriticism restores as referent in a post-post structuralist methodology.  ‘Nature’ and 
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its origins, when revealed, is not always a female realm invaded, as Kolodny has identified 

female gendering of the American land in male writing from European exploration through 

Cooper’s day, but as the terrifying, invading female, as cataclysmic geological formations, or 

in the form of cataracts as thunderous as Niagara Falls.    

Such origins and mysteries of cataracts are the hidden in ‘nature,’ the “oikos” of 

Lyotard’s “oikoslogos,” or ecology theory: art language (“logos”) to represent the hidden in 

‘nature’ (“oikos”).  What Hawthorne seeks is a wordless oneness with the universe, with the 

real, with truth, scientific or otherwise, and his writing, his “logos,” is his seeking for 

language of whatever form to render that.  In essence, my purpose here is to examine the 

“oikoslogos,” or Lyotardian ecology of Hawthorne’s writing.  The hidden in ‘nature’ 

becomes for Hawthorne an etiological narrative.  His logos becomes an eco-psychoanalytic 

series of resolutions of nature violated by man, of nature violating man, and of man’s 

merging with ‘nature.’  I build my argument around four natural phenomena present in 

Hawthorne’s works: rock, wind, cataract (Ch. 1), and cave (Ch. 2).    

My argument in this chapter is that Hawthorne renders aesthetically the hidden in 

‘nature’ in two parts: first, as ‘nature’s agency, which has written upon Oberon in the form of 

the natural maternal force of cataract in the travel sketch, “My Visit to Niagara,” in which the 

Falls and rapids’ “vibrations” penetrate the body of Oberon in the nearby Inn throughout the 

night.  This experience of penetration enables him to experience a wordless knowing of 

oneness with the hidden in nature.  One might assume that Hawthorne, on his 1832 trip to the 

Falls via the newly built Erie Canal (1825), experienced this during his stay there.1  Given 

that Alfred Weber, reconstructing the chronology of Hawthorne’s trip through New England 

and New York, says “there is a high probability” that Hawthorne wrote “Young Goodman 
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Brown” on his way home from the Falls,2 I suggest that the Falls construed “the devil in the 

inkpot” that wrote the wildly powerful “Young Goodman Brown,” among other tales.  D. H. 

Lawrence anticipates and substantiates this claim, for he argues that the very ‘nature’ of 

America “impregnated” British Americans to create a new “race,” Americans, i.e., the land 

itself “produced the writings of American classics” (178, 167).3   

Secondly, Hawthorne resolves the violation of a female-gendered nature, both 

nurturing and raped, by killing raping sons of maternal ‘nature’ as a kind of sacrifice to 

expiate the invasion.  Hawthorne anticipates a resolution to the question that Derrida leaves 

“in suspense” in The Gift of Death (75): what to do with woman in the sacrifice system?  

Hawthorne, in recreating the Abraham/Isaac sacrifice, positions a female at the place of 

sacrifice in two tales.  There is both the male component of God who calls for “‘absolute 

duty,’” Jan Patočka’s term from his Heretical Essays on the Philosophy of History, explained 

by Derrida in The Gift of Death, and, I argue, the female component of God who integrates 

the “‘ethical’” with that.  I suggest that the female ethical is present in the Abraham/Isaac 

sacrifice that becomes a non-sacrifice, for God, in integrating the “‘ethical,’” stays 

Abraham’s hand, and spares Isaac; this is the hidden in the divine for Hawthorne.  He 

positions females at sites of son sacrifices, suggesting possibile integration of the “‘ethical’” 

with “‘absolute duty,’” however problematic the calls for “‘absolute duty’” are in the tales.  

Hawthorne also explores the degree to which male protagonists can or cannot realize this 

integration in terms of his ecological agenda, which emanates largely from his unconscious.  

Hawthorne does render human sacrifice though, and his killing sons who invade the 

wilderness constitutes a return to “‘orgiastic mystery,’” a central focus of Patočka, in a more 

direct sense.  Is it the Christian sacrifice system, which clearly retains while repressing 
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“‘orgiastic mystery,’” in which the victim does die, or is it something altogether different?  I 

argue that it is both, again, in service of Hawthorne’s ecological imperative. Humans die, but 

Hawthorne presents again and again an alternative to sacrifice, which males never 

acknowledge or consider. Oikos, then, emerges in Hawthorne’s writing as the possibility of 

male and female unity in the divine, in terms of expiatory- vs. non-sacrifice, and as the 

powerful, male-penetrating female force of nature, which generates some of Hawthorne’s 

texts.  “Encroachment” into the female-gendered natural wilderness is resolved by a 

mutually-gendered penetration.  An eco-psychoanalytical reading of Hawthorne’s texts can 

only maintain the balanced view that ‘nature’ is vulnerable, and that the human is vulnerable 

to ‘nature’; to claim otherwise would be hubristic and blind to so much of Hawthorne’s 

investing his male protagonists with abject vulnerability.  Both penetrative directions drive 

the texts that I examine here: the sketches “Foot-prints Along the Sea-shore,” “The Canal 

Boat,” and “My Visit to Niagara,” as well as the tales “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” “The Gentle 

Boy,” and “Young Goodman Brown.”  Similar dynamics emerge in The Blithedale Romance, 

which I discuss in Ch. 2.   

 

Hawthorne, Nature Writer 

In preface to the eco-psychoanalytic readings, I would like to foreground and argue for the 

re-visioning of Hawthorne as a nature writer of his early sketches and his etiological 

musings.  He came of age during a major paradigm shift that was taking place in nature 

writing: from the rationalistic, utilitarian style of the neo-classical age, to a proto-romantic 

rendering of the natural sublime.  Pre-dating Hawthorne’s 1804 birth by fifteen years, 

Jefferson’s description of the Natural Bridge in his Notes on Virginia,4  moves from a 
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quantitative account to a rendering of the sublime as he describes looking down at “the 

abyss” and then outward to “the Blue ridge [Mountains]” (733)5: “It is impossible for the 

emotions, arising from the sublime, to be felt beyond what they are here: so beautiful an arch, 

so elevated, so light, and springing, as it were, up to heaven, the rapture of the Spectator is 

really indescribable!”  Jefferson’s text reveals that nature writing at this time was becoming 

one and the same with extolling the Kantian—and Burkean—sublime.  Jefferson’s sublimity 

found a likeness in the naturalist writings of William Bartram, whose 1791 publication of 

Travels Through North and South Carolina, Georgia, and East and West Florida was 

financed by Jefferson, along with Franklin and Washington.  Travels featured “themes and 

attitudes [that] . . . were to become the romantic conventions of the next century” 

(McMichael, et al, 560).  Unlike his father John’s more quantitative nature writing, William 

Bartram wrote of what amounted to more Burkean sublime experiences in an alligator-filled 

St. John’s River in Florida that “threw [his] senses into such a tumult, that it was some time 

before [he] could comprehend what was the matter . . . .” (234-35):  

[The alligators were] in such incredible numbers . . . . What expressions can 
sufficiently declare the shocking scene [of] hundreds of thousands [of fish 
trying to pass through the narrow portion of the river, being] devoured [by 
alligators, who would] take up out of the water several fish at a time, and just 
squeeze them betwixt [their] jaws, their plunging amidst the broken banks of 
fish . . . the floods of water and blood rushing out of their mouths and the 
clouds of vapor issuing from their wide nostrils were truly frightful. (234-35)  
 
Language, “expressions,” can barely describe Bartram’s experience of the sublime: 

“floods . . . rushing . . . frightful.” A young Hawthorne, who did read William Bartram’s 

Travels (Kesselring 174),6 would have found even more exciting another passage about the 

same river encounter, in which Bartram is beseiged by alligators. “. . . two very large ones 

attacked me closely, at the same instant, rushing up with their heads and part of their bodies 
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above the water, roaring terribly and belching floods of water over me, they struck together 

their jaws as almost to stun me, and I expected every moment to be dragged off of the boat 

and instantly devoured . . . .” (Bartram 231).  Similarly, Hawthorne’s young Oberon, some 

thirty years later, would exclaim in the sketch “Foot-prints,” on coming across a dead shark 

on the beach that it “seemed on the point of leaping from the surf to swallow me; nor did I 

wholly, without dread, approach near enough to ascertain that the man-eater had already met 

his own death . . . (ALE 565).  Hawthorne will also pepper his gothic tales with Bartramesque 

language: “rushing” and “roaring” in the frenetic woods scene in “Young Goodman Brown,” 

in which Brown is “nearly devoured,” figuratively, by the devil.  The influence of Bartram on 

Hawthorne is clearly evident.  

On a more somber note, Helen Gere Cruikshank, who anthologized the Bartrams’ 

writings in 1957, wrote that “Most of the wilderness areas that were unknown until the 

Bartrams explored them are now tamed and most of the forests destroyed.  Some places are 

beneath the waters of reservoirs.  Some of the birds, such as the Carolina paroquets and 

passenger pigeons which they watched, are now extinct” (xviii).  It is this note that 

Hawthorne anticipates—and echoes from Cooper’s Leatherstocking novels—, and with a 

tone of lament, voices in terms of “encroachments” in the travel sketch “The Canal Boat,”7 

based on his own 1832 trip west through New York and along the Erie Canal, as the boat 

passes by a fallen forest: 

There can be hardly a more dismal tract of country.  The forest which covers 
it, consisting chiefly of white cedar, black ash, and other trees that live in 
excessive moisture, is now decayed and death-struck, by the partial draining 
of the swamp into the great ditch of the canal . . . . My fancy found another 
emblem.  The wild Nature of America had been driven to this desert-place by 
the encroachments of civilized man.  And even here, where the savage queen 
was throned on the ruins of her empire, did we penetrate, a vulgar and 
worldly throng, intruding on her latest solitude.  In other lands, Decay sits 
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among fallen palaces; but here, her home is in the forests.  (ALE 41-42, 
emphasis mine)   
 

There emerges in this passage an ecological sensibility and a lament for the workings of the 

capitalist nation, the “vulgar and worldly throng”—the people on the boat representing the 

nation—that, using sexual language, “penetrate[s]” what Hawthorne will come to describe as 

the female-, maternal-gendered nature.  Such gendering is already at work with the forest 

being the realm of the female “savage queen.”  Hawthorne was aware of the scientific 

exploratory (of America) and political writings of Alexander von Humboldt8, “the nineteenth 

century’s most influential scientist—especially in America—until at least 1859, the year he 

died and Charles Darwin published On the Origin of Species” (Sachs 2).  Von Humboldt 

wrote in Fragments of Asiatic Geology and Climatology, in 1831, about “the negative effects 

of ‘changes man has produced on the surface of continents by felling forests and modifying 

the distribution of water sources . . . .’” (qtd. in Sachs 83).  Hawthorne’s concerns about 

destroying forests are thus partially founded upon his geological readings.  

Hawthorne’s nature writing also emerges in passages of the early sketch “Foot-prints 

on the Sea-shore,” at first sight, a Platonic, meditative piece.  Oberon retraces his footprints 

along the Salem beach in imitation of “track[ing] our own nature in its wayward course, and 

steal[ing] a glance upon it, when it never dreams of being so observed”—all to make “us the 

wiser” (ALE 563).  Hawthorne self-consciously mimics Shelley’s “Ozymandias” in the 

sketch when Oberon writes in the sand then cries (ALE 564), “Statesmen, and warriors, and 

poets, have spent their strength in no better cause than this . . . . Return then in an hour or two 

. . . . The sea will have swept over it, even as time rolls its effacing waves over the names of 

statesmen, and warriors, and poets.  Hark, the surf wave laughs at you!”9  With the Platonic 

sense of the all-effacing sea, Hawthorne, philosopher, is yet a nature writer, for philosophical 
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speculations are very much a component of nature writing, as evidenced in writings from 

Thoreau’s Walden to those of contemporary nature writer Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker 

Creek (see Dillard passage, p. 9).   

A central theme of the sketch, as well, is a lament for “friends” lost.  In this, Oberon 

becomes the “subject” of which Henry Staten writes in Eros in Mourning, who is grieving 

the lost “object.” Staten writes, Every slightest flickering of attention is the absorption of the 

soul substance in the object of interest and thus a form of libidinal investment, and every 

libidinal investment is either a snare that death sets for the desiring subject or a movement of 

the soul toward the eternal and unchangeable in whose bosom there are no farewells (6-7).  

Hawthorne thus renders Oberon transcending his own Statenesque “‘particularization’” to 

“withdraw . . . from mortal vicissitudes” and “let the infinite idea of eternity pervade his 

soul”      (ALE 568), the sea then serving as objective correlative for Oberon of “the idea of 

eternity.” The very Platonic language suggests this correlation.  Staten explains that in the 

Symposium, the prophet Diotima, discusses the nature of  “‘desire’”: “wanting ‘the good’ 

forever,”10 which results in “endless mourning,” or, as Renaissance scholar Marsilio Ficino 

found, “‘a hidden and continual grief at the core of human experience as a consequence of 

the transitoriness of temporal things”11 (2).  Diotima “offers” the “ascent from particulars to 

universals” to prevent endless mourning:  

Next he must grasp that the beauties of the body are as nothing to the beauties 
of the soul . . . . And from this he will be led to contemplate the beauty of laws 
and institutions . . . the sciences [and] every kind of knowledge . . . . And, 
turning his eyes toward the open sea of beauty [where one] will find in such 
contemplation the seed of the most fruitful discourse and the loftiest thought, 
and reap a golden harvest of philosophy’” (210a-d qtd. in Staten 3, emphasis 
mine).  
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Thus, positioning Oberon “turning his eyes toward the open sea”—staring at the actual 

ocean, in an ecocritical sense of mimesis, Hawthorne renders the Platonic/Kantian ideal 

emerging from the Platonic/Statenesque sense of “eros in mourning.” Before the Diotimatic 

transcendence, however, Hawthorne, full of Romantic poetry, renders the “‘lamentation’” 

and “‘brooding’” of a “lonely” Oberon, missing “gladsome faces” of the “Past,” against 

which Socrates, via Plato, warned: poetry, with its dwelling on the emotions, as such, was 

“dangerous.”  “Lost friends” do not necessarily have to be female, according to the Staten 

system, for he widens the possibilities for the object: there is no “boundary” between 

heterosexual relations and “all other forms of erotic intimacy or of libidinal attachment in 

general” (7). Whoever the “lost friends” are, Oberon eventually corrects the “dangerous” 

emotion of lamentation with his Platonic shift to the transcendent sea, typical of the “strong, 

perhaps dominant tendency” in “European intellectual history  . . . . that pushes to transcend 

all merely mortal loves” (1).  Staten is ever watchful, though, for moments of deconstruction 

of the idealizing tendency in Western texts, from Homer to Lacan, in which “mortal eros” 

and the reality of the body of death is “preferenced” to that of the ideal.  Hawthorne, in tales 

and novels, will render just such a body of death “preferenced” to the ideal in the tales and a 

novel.  Above all, though, he will render Staten’s “thanato-erotic anxiety”—the fear of the 

death of the other, and of the death of self due to the “voluptas” or attracting force of the 

other—in several male protagonist narrators.   

Oberon turns to bodies of death then in “Foot-prints,” which inevitably prompt his 

turning to the eternal sea, but it is his actual focus on the sea flora and fauna, mimetically 

rendered in the sketch, as well as his closing the sketch with Oberon dining with sailors and 

girls on the beach, that directs the reader back to earthly objects.  He cannot completely tear 
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himself away from human and ‘natural’ “particularities.”  Hawthorne thus positions Oberon 

as a naturalist.  It is the specifics of his observations that enable the ecocritic to suggest a new 

reading of the sketch, as something beyond the ego cum ‘nature’ deliberations of a young 

romantic.  Oberon says,    

Here we followed the surf in its reflux, to pick up a shell . . . . Here we found 
a sea-weed, with an immense brown leaf, and trailed it behind us by its long 
snake-like stalk.  Here we seized a live horse-shoe [crab] by the tail, and 
counted the many claws of that queer monster . . . . Here we wet our feet 
while examining a jelly-fish . . . . Here we trod along the brink of a fresh-
water brooklet which flows across the beach, becoming shallower and more 
shallow, till at last it sinks in the sand, and perishes in the effort to bear its 
little tribute to the main. . . . . And here, amid our idle pastime, we sat down 
upon almost the only stone that breaks the surface of the sand, and were lost 
in an unlooked-for and overpowering conception of the majesty and awfulness 
of the great deep (ALE 563, emphasis mine re. geology section below).  

It is what Oberon looks at that makes this passage as much nature writing as it is 

romanticism, for he has looked at objects of ‘nature.’ Hawthorne could well have just tied the 

foot-steps to only reflection on Oberon’s life, but he positions within Oberon’s gaze, not only 

a horse-shoe crab, but the numbers of its claws; not only sea-weed, but “an immense brown 

leaf” with a “long snake-like stalk.”  He writes of not just a jelly fish seen, but one that is 

“examined”; not just a brooklet, but the movement of that brooklet, “across the beach . . . till 

. . . it sinks in the sand, and perishes in the effort to bear its little tribute to the main” (ALE 

563).  Hawthorne offers up images of physical ‘nature’ here.  Before proceeding with 

Oberon’s ‘nature,’ one might ask how the ecocritic defines ‘nature’?  Kate Soper develops a 

three-fold definition: 1) “metaphysical concept”—that of philosophy; 2) “realist” system—

causal processes; and 3) layman’s concept—“a directly experienced set of phenomena” 

(124).  Oberon is concerned with all three in the sketch, but most markedly here the latter 

two; furthermore, Oberon’s calling the horse-shoe crab a “queer monster” is reminiscent of 

naturalist William Bartram and the alligators of Florida. 
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 Hawthorne then becomes a central figure along a continuum of nature writers as 

Oberon engages in the kind of wondering while he looks at ‘nature’ that anticipates 

contemporary nature writer Annie Dillard’s, as she writes in this passage from Pilgrim at 

Tinker Creek concerning her wondering on the nature of the divine in response to observing 

cruelty in nature:  

It could be that God has not absconded [which Pascal writes in “Deus 
Absconditus”] but spread, as our vision and understanding of the universe 
have spread, to a fabric of spirit and sense so grand and subtle, so powerful in 
a new way, that we can only feel blindly of its hem.  In making the thick 
darkness a swaddling band for the sea, God ‘sets bars and doors’ and says, 
‘Hitherto shalt thou come, but no further.’  Have we rowed out to the 
darkness, or are we paddling in the bottom of the boat? (7) 
 

In reiterating a transcendental/philosophical notion of the divine cum ‘nature,’ Dillard echoes 

Hawthorne’s wondering at the “majesty” of the “deep,” and Hawthorne, examining flora and 

fauna on the beach, is indeed “feel[ing] blindly at  . . . a fabric of spirit and sense so grand 

and subtle, so powerful.”  He writes later in the sketch, as Oberon gazes at the sea, “Of what 

mysteries is [the sea] telling? . . . [to] warn the listener to withdraw interest from mortal 

vicissitudes and let the infinite idea of eternity pervade his soul” (568).  Here Hawthorne 

voices the concern that echoes throughout his fiction: a wonderment at the “mystery of 

nature,” which, consciously, he renders Platonically.  But deconstructing Hawthorne’s 

turning from particulars to the eternal, one finds that Oberon is just as concerned with 

‘natural’ phenomena as he is with the Platonic ‘nature’; like Dillard, he has examined 

specimens of ‘nature,’ and such passages speak more loudly to a contemporary ecocritical 

reader—or any reader tuned into the current environmental zeitgeist.  Oberon goes on to 

examine the following dead creatures along the shoreline:  

a . . . seal, a bird—a large grey bird—but whether a loon, or a wild goose . . . 
was beyond my ornithology to decide—[that] reposed . . . on a bed of dry sea-
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weed, with its head beside its wing, that I almost fancied it alive . . . [and] an 
immense bone, wedged into a chasm of the rocks; it was at least ten feet long, 
curved like a scimitar, bejeweled with barnacles and small shell fish and 
partly covered with a growth of sea-weed.  Some leviathan of former ages had 
used this ponderous mass as a jaw-bone . . . . marine plants [in a] deep 
reservoir [fed by the tide, but forming a] lake [at low tide] . . . Small fishes 
dart to and fro . . . there is also a solitary crab, who appears to lead the life of a 
hermit . . . and . . . several five-fingers—for I know no other name than that 
which children give them.  (ALE 565-66) 
 

Oberon’s shying away from scientific nomenclature (“ornithology”), though, calling a bird 

simply a “bird” and a starfish a “five fingers,” for example, signals the “child state” so 

necessary to perceive the hidden in nature, the oikos of Lyotard, who writes that, in the  child 

state, Einstein could perceive oikos in the form of relativity, going beyond his “received” 

Newtonian physics.  Hawthorne Biographer Edwin Haviland Miller concurs:  the sketch, 

though published when Hawthorne was 33, was “written from the perspective of recollected 

youth” (17), and Richard Millington, summarizing Karen Sanchez-Eppler’s writing on 

Hawthorne’s children’s literature,12 says that “. . . for Hawthorne, the child really is the father 

to the man, for it is in his writing and thinking about children that Hawthorne discovers the 

model for the atmosphere and mix of emotions—‘discomfort tinged with wonder and 

desire’—that distinguished his practice of romance” (“Intro.” 6).  Hawthorne suffuses “Foot-

prints” with a boy’s “‘discomfort’” “‘wonder,’” and “‘desire,’” for that is the only way to see 

anew, to perceive beyond the surface appearance of phenomena, and the scientist’s dissecting 

and cataloguing of nature.  Thus, as Sanchez-Eppler observes, it is this child perspective that 

drives Hawthorne’s romanticism (6), and, I argue, that characterizes his special brand of 

nature writing, his ecology, or Lyotardian “oikoslogos”—the quest for the answer to 

“nature’s mystery.”   
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For Oberon, knowing oikos is experiential.  Hawthorne’s logos both renders the 

natural objects simply and turns to figurative language to bring home to the reader the exotic 

effect the whale bone (“curved like a scimitar, bejeweled with barnacles”) has on Oberon.  

Exoticism turns to musings of ancient past (“leviathan of former ages”), which launches one 

of Hawthorne’s central topoi in the sketch and in other works—that etiological need to know 

the “mystery of nature.”  His drive is to know how this sea shore, these bones, these rocks, 

came into being, not just the ever obscure divine, but the geological transmutations that 

roiled into being the massive rocks, upon which Oberon would gaze in “Foot-prints,” and 

that would emerge again and again in Hawthorne’s oeuvre.  

 
 

Rock 
 

In “Foot-prints” it is Oberon’s turning to “former ages” while gazing at a large rock that is 

most interesting ecocritically.  It suggests of what geologist Charles Lyell, “the father of 

modern geology,” writing in 1830, and quoted by ecocritic Gordon Sayre, called “‘geological 

deep time,’” or origins, for its curious geological nature, and for its prefiguring similar rocks 

in his later works.  Oberon says, 

One huge rock ascends in monumental shape, with a face like a giant’s 
tombstone, on which the veins resemble inscriptions, but in an unknown 
tongue.  We will fancy them the forgotten characters of an antediluvian race; 
or else that nature’s own hand has here recorded a mystery, which could I read 
her language, would make mankind the wiser and the happier. (ALE 564) 
 

Present in this passage are the themes of mysterious ancient past, gigantism, and death.  

Echoing from those themes are those of dead ancestry.  Hawthorne’s Shelleyesque message 

of a sea “effacing” the words of “statesmen, and warriors, and poets” opens up to the broader 

theme of the ephemeral nature of humans and their doings upon the earth.   But it is to know 
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the “mystery” of the geological and anthropological past—“nature’s own hand . . . recorded” 

upon the rock—, to know that past that would bring “happiness” to “mankind.”  This is the 

rock that appears at the opening of the tale “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” as well, in much the 

same form: “The mass of granite, rearing its smooth flat surface fifteen or twenty feet . . . 

was not unlike a gigantic gravestone, upon which the veins seemed to form an inscription in 

forgotten characters” (OE 57).  Post-structurally one could suggest the mysterious language 

on the rocks is Hawthorne’s beginning to call into question the referentiality of language.   

There another way to look at the rock and its “veins” though to access more closely 

exactly what, geologically speaking, Hawthorne once viewed that gave rise to his 

speculations.  These are the very rocks that Hawthorne would have seen on beach walks just 

outside of Salem proper that Oberon and the narrator of the tale describe as having the 

mysterious “inscriptions” across them.  In geological nomenclature they are “gabbro-diorite” 

rocks, formed by volcanic magma spreading across and infusing the grey granite rocks, 

hardening into black basaltic pillows, leaving the granite to look like horizontal striations.13  

Although Hawthorne was inclined to imbue the striations with a romantic imagination, his 

very discernment of the rock and wondering about its origins points to his fascination with 

geological “deep time”—a concept coming into vogue in Hawthorne’s time, one of 

burgeoning natural science, paleontology, and archeology.  Hawthorne’s professor of 

geology at Bowdoin College, Parker Cleaveland, wrote and “published the first American 

text on geology in 1816” (“Natural History”), in which he claimed the earth’s crust to be 

made up entirely of granite, including the base of the ocean floor. Hawthorne would have 

been aware of the conflict between Cleaveland and von Humboldt14 about the nature of the 

earth’s crust.  Von Humboldt, an avid volcano explorer, rightly found origins of much of the 
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earth’s crust to be volcanic in nature.  Such a debate surely fueled the young Hawthorne’s 

interest in rocks and earth’s origins.   

Geological “deep time” indeed: the gabbro-diorite rocks that Hawthorne would have 

seen were formed in the Mesozoic Period, 248-65 million years ago (“Igneous Lab”).  These 

rocks and the sense of their age, which Hawthorne intuited, acted as agents of a kind, in the 

sense that D. H. Lawrence meant, eliciting from Hawthorne musings on the very origins of 

geological ‘nature,’ as well as the Platonic musings of Oberon as he gazes at the sea.  

Ecologist and philosopher David Abram, writing in The Spell of the Sensuous on the seminal 

phenomenological theorist Husserl, writes,  

Husserl seems to suggest that earth lies at the heart of our notions of time  
as well as space.  He writes of the earth as our ‘primitive home’ and our  
‘primitive history.’  Every unique cultural history is but an episode in this  
larger story; every culturally constructed notion of time presupposes our  
deep history as carnal beings present to a single earth. (43) 

 
Hawthorne got that the earth lies at the heart of our notions of time and space, got the sense 

of human “deep history” that is inextricably tied to the earth.  His etiological musings turned 

on an ever-elusive conflation between ancient peoples and geological formations.  Shelley’s 

“Ozymandias,” along with Cleaveland and von Humboldt’s geological writings, fueling his 

sense of the vastness of earth time and space, Hawthorne deftly blends the philosophical 

sense of ‘nature’ with the massive sense of physical ‘nature.’ The sea, the rocks, all serve as 

objective correlatives of Platonic ‘nature,’ yet exist as all-important physical phenomena, 

central to human existence, and without which, humans cannot exist.    

Hawthorne’s placing major rock formations in various other works suggests that his 

geological interests were pervasive.  As such, the sense of Hawthorne’s geologically-based, 

speculative nature writing echoes in contemporary nature writer John McPhee’s works, as 
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well, in terms of trying to discern the big picture.  In Basin and Range, McPhee writes, “. . . 

the geologist discovers lingering remains and connects them with dotted lines . . .” (73).  

McPhee could well be responding—at least inter-textually—to Hawthorne’s speculations 

about gabbro-diorite rocks.  McPhee continues:  

[Geologists tell me] “You don’t get the Picture” [the entire geological 
histories of a region].  The stories that go with them—the creatures and the 
chemistry, the motions of the crust, the paleoenvironmental scenes—may 
well, as stories, stand on their own, but all are fragments of the Picture . . . . 
you are cautioned not to worry if at first you do not wholly see it.  Geologists 
don’t see it, either.  Not all of it. (79-80) 
 

Hawthorne ponders the geological big “Picture” from Oberon’s vantage point on Salem 

Beach and imaginatively plays with the “fragments” of it in his works.  He converts 

geological phenomena to literary topoi and themes, most essentially, the question of “the 

mystery of nature,” the answer to which would be “the Picture” as it correlates to Plato’s 

quest for the nature of the divine or to the physicists’ unending quest for the rules that govern 

the physical universe.  McPhee touches on Hawthorne’s sublime on viewing the sea and 

rocks in describing how geologists try to approximate “the Picture”: 

Geologists, in their all but closed conversation, inhabit scenes that no one ever 
saw, scenes of global sweep, gone and gone again, including seas, mountains, 
rivers, forests, and archipelagoes of aching beauty rising in volcanic violence 
to settle down quietly and then forever disappear—almost disappear.  If some 
fragment has remained in the crust somewhere—something has lifted that 
fragment to view, the geologist . . . goes out with his hammer . . . and his 
imagination, and rebuilds the archipelago. (80, emphasis mine) 
 

I emphasize the “fragment” “lifted . . . to view” in this passage, that triggers the geologist to 

assemble the big “Picture” with physical evidence and “imagination,” to juxtapose the 

passage with Hawthorne’s from “Foot-prints”: “And here . . . we sat down upon almost the 

only stone that breaks the surface of the sand, and were lost in an unlooked-for and 

overpowering conception of the majesty . . .” (563).  Where is the difference between author 
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and geologist?  Do not knowledge and imagination become conflated in the two?  Albeit, the 

balance tips toward the latter in the author and toward the former in the geologist; both, 

however, weave narratives.  It is in confronting the “fragment [in] view,” in wondering about 

its origins, in applying “imagination” to the questions, that Hawthorne defines his quest, in 

“Foot-prints,” and in his oeuvre, as not just a romantic one, but as a naturalist/geological one.  

In the 1830s in America, the naturalist’s job was to be a romantic, to apply imagination to the 

massive questions, the very tips of which were protruding from the earth’s surface, inviting 

explanation, and the romantic author’s job, at least for Hawthorne, was to be a naturalist, to 

apply a sense of geology to one’s imaginative writing.15  For Hawthorne, the land as natural 

realm, with its concomitant etiological themes of geological origins, of invasion and 

destruction, and of lingering wilderness, forms a subtext in his works.  Through narrative, 

setting, character development, and theme, he renders both etiological speculation and 

expiation for the natural invaded, and he, like Emerson and Thoreau, lays the groundwork for 

future American nature writers, such as Annie Dillard and John McPhee.   

 

Wind 

Both early tales from Twice Told Tales “Roger Malvin’s Burial” and “The Gentle Boy” begin 

and end with the sound of humans shouting or wailing in the woods, which combines with 

the sound of wind, and in both tales, sons die.  RMB is the tale of a broken promise to bury a 

father figure, Malvin, the ensuing guilt that shatters Reuben Bourne’s life, and the debacle in 

the wilderness as Bourne sets out with wife and son, Cyrus, to build a homestead, but in the 

end shoots his son by “mistake,” at the very rock where Malvin’s bones lie mouldering.  

Malvin’s nobility in the tale’s opening emerges as a transcendence of what Henry Staten calls 
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“automourning,” the subject’s rage on experiencing wounding or facing imminent death, 

often leading to violence against another.  Malvin substitutes his own fatherly love for 

“automourning” in urging Bourne to leave him there, but some form of “automourning,” a 

desire to have others mourn him, to care for his body, occurs when he asks that Bourne come 

back to bury him later. The “bloody handkerchief” that Bourne ties to the oak sapling to help 

him locate the spot serves as a sign of his allegiance to partake of Malvin’s “automourning,” 

ensuring that others will mourn him.   

There are a parallel images in the opening of a young Bourne curled asleep on the 

forest floor and the same of his son at the end of the tale.  The shouts in the forest call to 

mind a passage from Hawthorne’s journal that Leo Marx quotes in his seminal work, The 

Machine in the Garden: Hawthorne’s woods walk one day is pierced by the “long shriek, 

harsh, above all other harshness, for the space of a mile cannot mollify it into harmony” (qtd. 

in  Marx 13-14).  Hawthorne equates in his journal the locomotive whistle with “all 

unquietness” of the busy world of men in a country village:  “. . . and no wonder that it gives 

such a startling shriek, since it brings the noisy world into the midst of our slumberous 

peace” (qtd. 13-14).16  Marx draws a parallel between the mechanized shriek in the woods 

and Virgil’s first pastoral Eclogue, which features a similar incursion into the dreamy 

‘nature’ of the Roman empire; in so doing, Marx focuses on the sound of a shepherd’s pipe 

that the woods echo back—sound signaling not so much intrusive civilization but a unity of 

shepherd and woods.  The Roman government has appropriated much of the rural land to 

reward military veterans.  A shepherd who has lost his land comes by one who was able to 

keep his, playing his pipe in the woods.  The first shepherd accuses the second of “‘sprawling 

in the shade, teaching the woods to echo back the charms of Amaryllis’” (qtd. in 348).  The 
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first has “had to leave” his newborn goats to die.  This Eclogue “certainly represents more 

than a simple wish-image of bucolic pleasure.  No sooner does Virgil sketch the ideal 

landscape than he discloses an alien world encroaching from without . . . . We are made to 

feel that the rural myth is threatened by an incursion of history” (348).  Similarly, 

The woods ‘echo back’ the notes of his pipe.  It is as if the consciousness of 
the musician shared a principle of order with the landscape and, indeed, the 
external universe.  The echo, a recurrent device in pastoral, is another 
metaphor of reciprocity.  It evokes that sense of relatedness between man and 
not-man which lends a metaphysical aspect to the mode . . . . (350) 
 

So much of Marx’s critique of Virgil’s Eclogue speaks to the function of sound in 

Hawthorne’s tales.  Pastorals, whose very protagonists participate in the invasive nation 

building, their shrieks and shouts—no lilting pipe music—become the voice of people caught 

up in the destruction and of nature crying out in response, one that is merged with the shriek 

of the train whistle.  These sounds in Hawthorne’s tales speak to his own “shared principle of 

order with the landscape.”  Unlike Emerson’s ‘nature’ which “speaks in flowers,” 

Hawthorne’s speaks in “blighted” trees, “melancholy,” “moaning” of wind, and horrific 

cries.  Just as the Roman Empire endangers nature’s fecundity, Hawthorne, in his attempt to 

resolve the invasion, sunders human fecundity by killing the children of American empire 

builders. 

 As in his sketches, Hawthorne renders subtextual moments of woods invasion: in 

RMB, as the Bournes make their way into the wilderness, the narrator says they “seek 

subsistence from the virgin bosom of the wilderness” (OE 99).  Maternal nature shifts to a 

young female lover: the Bournes “prepared their meal on the bank of some unpolluted forest 

brook, which as they knelt down with thirsty lips to drink, murmured a sweet unwillingness 

like a maiden, at love’s first kiss” (OE 101).  A sense of rape ensues as the wind sweeps 
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through the “dark and gloomy pines” which “looked down on them . . . did the old trees 

groan that men were coming to lay axe to their roots at last?” (OE 101).  And thus 

Hawthorne offers up a son, Cyrus, in expiation.  Psychoanalytic critics, such as Frederick 

Crews, have read the story in oedipal terms (Sins 86-87).  I turn to the idea of sacrifice, 

instead, or, perhaps, in addition to Crews’ reading, to Derrida, who, in The Gift of Death, 

offers an explanation of the Abraham and Isaac story, through an interpretation of 

Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling.  Derrida writes about the notion of the call to “‘absolute 

duty’” by the “‘other,’” or God figure (Patočka’s terms).  He writes that the history of 

Western Europe has been marked by a series of “‘conversions’” from one model to another, 

from “‘orgiastic mystery,’” to “‘responsibility’” in the form of Platonism, and then to 

Christianity.  Each conversion, nevertheless, retains the “‘orgiastic mystery’” by denial 

(Platonism) or repression (Christianity).  Such a call requires a turning away from “‘ethical’” 

duty, from family, from societal expectations, to attend to the silent call in a “‘secret 

language.’”  Such was Abraham’s call.  Derrida makes sense of the horrific sacrifice 

Abraham intended to make by relativizing it: he, Derrida, sacrifices the good of the many 

starving people in the world when he devotes his time to writing philosophy and giving 

lectures, he says; his family is sacrificed in this sense too (69).  He responds to his inner call 

to do what he must.  

 But Bourne kills his son Cyrus. God does not stay his hand, which calls into question 

the logic of the sacrifice.17  Clearly Bourne’s guilty unconscious led him to the very spot 

where Malvin lay dying and where he tied his bandage to an oak sapling, and led him to fire 

at the noise in the brush: “Unable to penetrate to the secret place of his soul where his 

motives lay hidden, he believed that a supernatural voice had called him onward . . . .” (OE 
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72). Who really then is called to sacrifice?  My answer is Hawthorne, himself, and I question 

seriously whether he was completely cognizant of sacrificing sons in expiation for nature 

violation. In fact, two sons die: Cyrus and Bourne, for having had no time to extract what 

Staten calls “the soul’s substance” from the loved other, a large part of himself dies in the 

end, as well, despite his feeling relieved, his tears, and his prayers.  Thus, there are the 

parallel images of father and son lying curled on the forest floor in the beginning and end of 

the tale, one sleeping and one dead, yet both appearing dead, Bourne’s “death image” 

foreshadowing the death of Cyrus.  It is as if Hawthorne has entered into relation with the 

“‘absolute other’”—whether that is God or the romantic zeitgeist.  Bourne’s shout on waking, 

while seemingly indicating his dreams of the Indian skirmish he has escaped, speaks on a 

larger scale to the notion of awakening to a call, for Malvin, himself demands of Bourne that 

he sacrifice ethics and leave him there to die.  Bourne cannot bring himself to tell Dorcas that 

he has done this.  So haunted by this initial sacrifice—this violation of ethics—is he that he 

cannot return to the scene.  “Ethics” will out though in Bourne’s conscience in the end, which 

leads to the tragic death of Cyrus and a cycling back to what to Bourne seems to be 

“‘absolute duty’”—another reason for the circular imagery of Bourne and Cyrus curled on 

the forest floor in beginning and end of the tale.  What remains is the body of death 

foregrounded, which Staten locates in only a few works of Western literature (1), in place of 

the turn to transcendence, despite Bourne’s false sense of Christ-like sacrifice.  The body of 

Cyrus displayed with no sense of transcendence of the death, represents the price future 

generations must pay for the environmental devastation by the fathers.  

 Derrida raises the question, based on the absence of a woman on Mt. Moriah with 

Abraham and Isaac, and in “Bartleby the Scrivener,” which he also examines (75): “Does the 
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system of sacrificial responsibility and the double ‘gift of death’ imply at its very basis an 

exclusion or sacrifice of woman?” Then he decides to “just leave the question in suspense” 

(75).  Hawthorne, it would seem, has anticipated both question and answer.  Granted, Derrida 

says that woman is the center of tragedy, so RMB is both sacrifice and tragedy.  Dorcas’s 

role, beyond being the oedipal focal point, is to be present on Mt. Moriah, which in RMB 

becomes the New England wilderness.  I argue that Dorcas represents the female presence 

that was on Mt. Moriah—the female component of God that stayed Abraham’s hand, that 

allowed for the integration of ethics in the sacrifice story. Hawthorne, however, renders man 

in the form of Bourne preventing such a possibility.  Dorcas’s ethics, her sacred domesticity, 

take place in a small clearing, separate from Bourne’s space, separate even in time in the tale, 

for the reader knows Cyrus is dead when the narrative backtracks to Dorcas’s singing.  Like 

the second shepherd in Virgil’s Eclogue, Dorcas sends out into the woods a melody, but it is 

“the essence of domestic love and household happiness.” Its echo, far from a sound of unity 

with nature, is that of the wind, which “sent a heavy breath through the branches and died 

away in a hollow moan from the burden of the song” (OE 74).  The “moan[ing]” wind 

becomes the voice of nature invaded, for in the next paragraph, the narrative returns to “the 

thicket into which Reuben had fired” that is “near the summit of a swell of land, and 

clustered about the base of” the gravestone-like rock (OE 73).  At the moment of expiatory 

sacrifice, Hawthorne represents a pregnant womb of maternal nature raped by a phallic rifle.  

As the male cannot see the opportunity of a turning to the “‘ethical,’” a staying of the 

sacrifice, he fires into the womb of nature, thereby enacting the death of  his son.  Hawthorne 

thus locates at the core early American experience the basistic impulse. 



23 
 

The “burden of the song” may also be seen as the encroachment of the domestic, for 

the song is likened to the shepherd’s pipes, but it is in content different—i.e., domiciles into 

the wilderness.  The next echo is that of Bourne’s rifle fire, which causes Dorcas’s 

“trembling.”  According to Derrida, one trembles in response to that which “exceeds” his 

“secrecy and [his] knowing.  Although it concerns the innermost parts of [him], right down to 

[his] soul . . . .” (54). Dorcas intuits that the shot, at first “beyond [her] knowing,” “concerns 

the innermost parts of [her] knowing,” her bond with Cyrus.  Earlier in The Gift of Death, 

Derrida writes of the “mysterium tremendum,” which is the experience of great terror on 

one’s sensing oneself “seen by the unseen other.”  “God is the cause of the mysterium 

tremendum and the death that is given [in sacrifice] is always what makes us tremble . . . .” 

(OE 55). The male component of God, supposedly having called Reuben to “‘absolute 

duty,’” pervades the woods scene and strikes Dorcas’s inner being on hearing the shot.   

There is a distortion of Derrida’s notion of “. . . the gift of infinite love” though that 

initiates Dorcas’s trembling.  “. . . the dissymmetry that exists between the divine regard that 

sees me and myself who doesn’t see what is looking at me” (Derrida  55-56) is not so much a 

dissymmetry of “the divine regard” and finite subject; it is a dissymmetry of the male and 

female components of the divine.  Dorcas, in witnessing what should be the Derridian 

“disproportion between the infinite gift and [Bourne’s] finitude, responsibility as culpability, 

sin, salvation, repentance,” which elicits “sacrifice . . . the gift and endurance of death that 

exists,” trembles more at the sacrifice itself.  The call that is heeded being more 

oedipally/expiatoraly driven, the “‘ethical’” obviation of the sacrifice being ignored—against 

the Abraham/Isaac model—, she experiences immediately not so much the mysterium 

tremendum but trembling at the intuited horror of Reuben’s self-centered act. Why, then, this 
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bizarre sacrifice at the end of the tale, beyond Bourne’s unconscious guilt?  Hawthorne has 

done, in killing off Cyrus, in Kierkegaard’s terms, “what responsibility requires” by 

“violating ethics” (OE 61). Bourne’s blindness to the possibility of clemency, however, is 

necessary to further Hawthorne’s subtext of male aggression against ‘nature’ and the need for 

the elimination of the male son in expiation.   For Dorcas, though, there is no logic in the 

sacrifice.  How can there be, given that it is the author’s agenda of tragedy?  There is no “gift 

of death that endures” here, merely a body of death, in Statenesque terms, which the maternal 

eros mourns and does not transcend.  Hawthorne would have the reader gaze on this body of 

Cyrus for its ramifications of colonial violence, of the strange fruit of wilderness penetration.  

Thus, the final echo in the woods becomes her shriek at the end of the tale—the shriek of 

female-gendered nature and of the “‘ethical’” divine, blighted—as the blighted top of the oak 

tree, on which Bourne’s bandage had been tied years ago, shatters over all of them, as if 

Hawthorne were punctuating the scene of sacrifice with a subtextual note of woods’ 

destruction.   

  

The wind at the beginning of “The Gentle Boy,” like that of RMB, is “moaning,” 

signaling a violation and a sacrifice.  Delicate Ilbrahim, the Quaker boy exoticized in both his 

Moslem name and by his being likened to a growing vine and to sunshine, is both saved from 

his father’s grave at the beginning of the tale, upon which, alone, he “wail[s] bitterly” upon a 

breast-like “hillock of freshly turned and half-frozen earth,” and killed in the end by the 

lingering effects of Puritan children’s savagery.  Another son is sacrificed by Hawthorne in 

his continuing expiation-to-‘nature’ agenda.  Puritan Tobias Pearson rescues Ilbrahim from 

the scene of his father’s hanging by the Puritan community, takes him home to his wife 
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Dorothy, and they raise him, despite Puritan resistance.  At the Puritan meetinghouse 

Ilbrahim’s mother, Catharine, having been banished to the wilds, arrives, wild-looking and 

covered in ashes, to deliver a sermon—part transcendental and part rebuke—to the Puritans.  

By the tale’s end, Tobias is a broken man, beaten down by Puritan punishments, having 

turned to Quakerism, and Catharine arrives with a “shriek” to find her boy dying.  Ilbrahim 

as adopted son of a protagonist male empire-building father is sacrificed. His death speaks to 

the violent invasion of the wilderness by Puritans and is necessary in the story’s economy to 

balance his mother’s violation of the female human gender role of Hawthorne’s system.  

Catharine, heeding the call to “‘absolute duty’” at the expense of a mother’s “‘ethical’” 

imperative, plays a man’s role.  Although there is the female component of the divine in the 

Hawthorne system, which the mother can represent at a scene of sacrifice, suggesting a 

possible “‘ethical’” stay of the sacrifice, there is no allowable transmutation of character 

gender roles in the system. The mother position is substituted by Dorothy, most notably in 

the meetinghouse scene where Ilbrahim stands before the congregation, flanked by both 

mother figures, Catharine and Dorothy, as Catharine relinquishes her mother role to Dorothy, 

but it is insufficient to save Ilbrahim from being sacrificed by the author.  Furthermore, 

Dorothy is not present at the scene of Ilbrahim’s vicious beating by the Puritan boys, at the 

scene of his father’s hanging and mother’s banishment, lending no possibility of the 

“‘ethical’” female divine saving of Ilbrahim.   

The wind-swept scene at the tale’s opening is described by the narrator as follows: 

The Autumn wind wandered among the branches, whirling away the leaves 
from all except the pine trees, and moaning as if it lamented the desolation of 
which it was the instrument.  The road had penetrated the mass of woods that 
lay nearest to the town, and was emerging into an open space when the 
traveler’s ears were saluted by a sound more mournful that even that of the 
wind.  It was like the wailing of someone in distress, and it seemed to proceed 
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from a tall and lonely fir-tree, in the center of a cleared, but unenclosed and 
uncultivated field. (OE 5-6, emphasis mine) 
 
This wind is rendered as the distraught and angry violated female nature, “whirling 

away the leaves from all,” for the forest has been “penetrated” by the Puritans settlement 

builders.  The word “desolate,” which Oberon uses in “The Canal Boat” to describe the 

destroyed forest, appears here as ‘nature’/wind caused, but in its conflation with the Puritan 

destruction of Ilbrahim’s family, its symbolizing the violence of Puritan religious intolerance, 

it becomes more aligned with Puritan woods “penetration.”  “Cleared” and “open space” 

speak of a womb; and the “tall and lonely fir-tree” seems to give voice to the forest’s horror 

at its invasion, as the tree seems to “wail” like “someone in distress.”  For Ilbrahim in TGB 

then there is a son death, accompanied by the “shriek” of his mother in the end, much like 

that of Dorcas at Cyrus’s death at the end of RMB, echoing, not harmony between the human 

and the natural realm, but another blighting—of a son and of a possible integration of the 

ethical, and of ‘nature.’  

  

Cataract 

Hawthorne’s model of nature raped, as rendered with wailing wind reverses completely in his 

sketch on Niagara Falls.  His 1832 New England/New York trip culminated at the far western 

end of the Erie Canal at the Falls (Weber “Tour” 19), and he writes of Oberon’s experience 

of oikoslogos in the sketch “My Visit to Niagara,” which was first published anonymously in 

the New England Magazine on February eighth, 1835 (Weber “Edition” 55).18  Much of this 

sketch is taken up with the narrator’s obsession with the workings of his mind: a dread that 

the Falls, so anticipated by Oberon, will not be sublime or will all too soon become a 

“memory.”  One might assume that Oberon’s anticipation is an echo of Hawthorne’s, given 
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the author’s reading of travel literature of the period, local and international (Weber “Tour” 

1-23).  Disappointment with real phenomena is often a complaint of Oberon in his journeys; 

the “Grand Canal” turns out be but “an interminable mud-puddle” (HATS  36). The word 

“sublime” is so overused in the travel literature to describe almost all striking scenes in New 

England that it tends to lose is denotative power (Weber 13-14), thus setting up the author for 

disappointment.   

Yet there is something beyond fear of disappointment afoot in the sketch: Oberon 

refuses on the first day, after arriving at the site of the Falls, to go look at the spectacle, in the 

interest of preserving preconceived ideas of the Falls, of reserve, of equanimity—and for 

psychological reasons.  He regrets that he had not come upon the Falls completely unaware 

as an explorer; if he had he would have “knelt down and worshipped.”  Finally he has no 

choice but to let the Falls and rapids work on him, the vibrations penetrating his body as he 

lies in bed and dreams throughout the night at the nearby Inn.  From there, Oberon is open to 

recognizing the oikos experience and to developing a passion for the real Falls which he 

observes up close for several days. The Falls, unlike the Erie Canal, fulfill his expectations of 

sublimity, evoke nature writing to describe it, and eventually exceed his received ideas of it, 

both textual and pictorial.19     

Hawthorne renders in Oberon’s reluctance to rush to see the falls what Staten 

describes as the fear of “unmediated presence” of the other.  The Falls have become for 

Oberon an object of desire, known in the form of a “supplement” or image of the object (xii), 

the travel literature. The Falls are the maternal ‘nature,’ object of invasive son lust, but, 

according to Staten, who discusses the terrifying dominance of the maternal, as “unmediated 

presence” that had been held “at a distance” by the “supplement.” The very thought of seeing 
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it overwhelms Oberon, proving any pretense of avoidance based on equanimity the lie.  

There is at work here “thanato-erotic anxiety” a fear of loss of self once drawn by the 

“voluptas” of the Falls.  It is the mother, according to Staten, writing on Lacan, who is the 

“first empirical occupant of the transcendent place of das Ding” (the thing) (177), which is 

the “beyond of the subject,” its “lost immortality” (166), the “objet a” in all its permutations 

(167).  In essence it is a “void.”  More specifically, Lacan posits “das Ding” as “the 

transcendent or transcendental non-object, the negative of the Platonic Idea in whose place it 

nevertheless stands, at the summit of the hierarchy of desires” (174).  In terms of the 

maternal filling the place of “das Ding” primarily, it may “threaten with destruction the 

absolute particularity of the subject . . . . the Other, which has its own ideas about [the 

subject’s] needs, interferes, and in place of what it has, stuffs him with the choking pap of 

what it has, [i.e.,] confuses his needs with the gift of its love . . . .” (176).20  Such is the sense 

Oberon has about seeing the Falls, for the “stuff[ing] him with choking pap” will become a 

kind of rape.  What is more, he says after seeing the Falls that he had expected an “ocean 

falling from the sky” (HATS 57). What better correlative for Hawthorne to inadvertently 

anticipate das Ding than the vast void of the sea—its having been largely unexplored beneath 

the surface in Hawthorne’s time?  This deconstructs, in the Lacanian sense, the sea as 

objective correlative of the Platonic divine put forth in “Foot-prints.”  From the sea as ever-

lasting All, it is now a void.   

What follows here is a series of Staten- and Derrida-informed close readings of 

passages from the sketch, beginning with Oberon’s thoughts in the stage coach on 

approaching the Falls: 

Never did a pilgrim approach Niagara with deeper enthusiasm, than mine.  I 
had lingered away from it, and wandered to other scenes, because my treasury 
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of anticipated enjoyments, comprising all the wonders of the world, had 
nothing else so magnificent, and I was loath to exchange the pleasures of hope 
for those of memory so soon.  I began to listen for the roar of the cataract, and 
trembled with a sensation like dread, as the moment drew nigh, when its voice 
of ages must roll, for the first time, on my ear. (Hawthorne HATS  55, 
emphasis mine)   
 

The word “pilgrim” suggests a religious journey, which is reinforced by the word 

“trembled,” which, like Dorcas’s “trembling” on hearing the rifle shot at the end of RMB, 

calls to mind Derrida’s notion of “trembling” in The Gift of Death.  There is the sense of the 

Falls being so huge in Oberon’s mind, so sublime, so objectively correlative of the divine 

that there emerges the “mysterium tremendum,” the experience of great terror on one’s 

sensing oneself “seen by the unseen other.” There is an impending “‘gift of death,’” as well 

that generates Oberon’s “trembling.”  He senses the loss of his own subjectivity as this great 

force of ‘nature’ will penetrate the boundaries of his body.  Its “unmediated presence” will 

thunder through him—“‘choking’” him, he fears.  It is almost a form of automourning that 

keeps Oberon from rushing to the Falls.  Hawthorne seems to intuit something like “‘das 

Ding’” as well, as if Oberon fears being effaced by the void; thus, as Derrida argues, “God 

[which] is the cause of the mysterium tremendum and the death that is given [in sacrifice] is 

always what makes us tremble . . . .” (Derrida 55). Oberon knows that he is about to sacrifice 

his comfortable travel-literature-reading self for whatever he will become, laid bare to the 

force of Niagara Falls.  Oberon feels the “‘mysterium tremendum’” and the terror of maternal 

rape, the maternal substituting for the divine void.  When he says of the Falls, “. . . its voice 

of ages must roll, for the first time, on my ear,” Oberon’s etiological obsession becomes one 

with the physical impinging of female gendered ‘nature’ on his body, of penetration—a 

reverse penetration from that of males’ invading ‘nature.’   
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 Oberon’s avoidance of first sight of the Falls leads to a depression, as if he  empties 

out the “soul’s substance” (Staten) of the “supplement”—for his anticipation of the Falls 

indeed borders on a kind of eros—, in preparation to receive or be filled up with the real 

phenomenon of ‘nature.’ Oberon, as the stage coach is still approaching the Falls, blocks first 

sight of it: “The French gentleman stretched himself from the [stagecoach] window, and 

expressed loud admiration, while, by a sudden impulse, I threw myself back and closed my 

eyes.[21]  When the scene shut in, I was glad to think, that for me the whole burst of Niagara 

was yet in futurity” (HATS  55-56, emphasis mine).  Hawthorne’s use of the word “burst” is 

no accident here: Niagara will, like some female ejaculate, “burst” into him, bodily.  At first, 

though, Oberon is maddeningly reluctant to allow reality to replace expectation, or to 

experience the rape, to the point that he creates the opposite of exuberance: “apathy” because 

of his continued avoidance of the phenomenon.  He does not run “like a mad-man, to the 

falls, and plunge . . . into the thickest of the spray—never stopping to breathe, till breathing 

was impossible”; instead, he steps down from the coach “with perfect decency and 

composure” and inquires about “not the nearest way to the cataract, but about the dinner-

hour,” and within “fifteen minutes” his “mind had grown strangely benumbed, and [his] 

spirits apathetic, with a slight depression, not decided enough to be termed sadness” (HATS 

56, emphasis mine).  Again the sense of female ejaculate appears in “thickest of spray,” 

frightening Oberon unconsciously.  He adds, “Such has often been my apathy, when objects, 

long sought, and earnestly desired, were placed within my reach” (HATS 56). “‘Unmediated 

presence’” has thus been a long-held fear of Oberon. The sexual language continues in this 

passage, with the Falls becoming an “object” of “desire.”  In this state of avoidant 
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expectancy, Oberon remains in a nether world of emptiness—the object of desire neither an 

idea, an obsession, nor a reality.   

As if to offset fears of female penetration, Oberon, after wandering the “piazza” by 

the Inn, ventures toward the entrance to the falls and here Hawthorne reintroduces the topos 

of the male penetrating female ‘nature’: “Finally, with reluctant step, and the feeling of any 

intruder, [Oberon] . . . walked toward Goat island” and the Falls (HATS 56, emphasis mine).  

This might suggest another reason why he has delayed seeing the Falls.  There is an 

unconscious wish to leave this grand spectacle of ‘nature’ pristine, to prevent its being 

penetrated, to return it to a pre-colonial/explorational time.  There is also here great hubris: 

the idea that the human male could in any way violate the Falls—at this point in its history—

(that was yet to come as the Falls would become harnessed for hydro-electricity).  This 

momentary effort to right the balance of impending Falls/rapids acting upon Oberon’s body 

is soon inundated by his night-long experience:    

All that night, as there has been and will be, for ages past and to come, a 
rushing sound was heard, as if a great tempest were sweeping through the air.  
It mingled with my dreams, and made them full of storm and whirlwind.  
Whenever I awoke, and heard this dread sound in the air, and the windows 
rattling as with a might blast, I could not rest again, till, looking forth, I saw 
how bright the stars were, and that every leaf in the garden was motionless.  
Never was a summer night more calm to the eye, nor a gale of autumn louder 
to the ear.  The rushing sound proceeds from the rapids, and the rattling of the 
casements is but an effect of the vibration of the whole house, shaken by the 
jar of the cataract.  The noise of the rapids draws the attention from the pure 
voice of Niagara, which is a dull, muffled, thunder, resounded between the 
cliffs.  I spent a wakeful hour at midnight, in distinguishing its reverberations, 
and rejoiced to find that my former awe and enthusiasm were reviving.  
(HATS 58-59, emphasis mine) 
 

Though terrified by the sounds of “tempest,” “storm and whirlwind” and “blast,” that 

permeate his dreams, Oberon, is strangely “revived” by being penetrated by rapids and 

cataract vibrations so strong that the windows “rattle” as the house “vibrates,” and he 



32 
 

experiences a kind of orgasm.  The experience of being the recipient of female ‘nature’s 

mighty infusion, in the end, is at first rape-like, but then a pleasing experience, one that 

causes him to “rejoice” in having his “apathy” “blasted” out of him and his empty soul space 

filled with “awe,” “enthusiasm,” his body with “vibrations,” and soul, body, and mind with 

oikos of Niagara Falls and rapids.  Oikos is equaling if not surpassing his “former awe and 

enthusiasm.”  ‘Nature’ has afforded Oberon, as well, a most important literary lesson: as the 

best of authors know to collocate diverse lexical fields, often within figures, to create 

maximum impact and bury theme within figure, the jarring “vibrations” and the “gale of 

autumn louder to the ear” that assault his ears and body are collocated with “a summer night . 

. . calm to the eye” with its “bright stars” and “motionless” leaves in the “garden.”  The 

hidden “mystery of nature” becomes a unity of storm and serenity, a sensorial/ideational 

paradox.   

There is the sense in the impact of cataract and rapids upon Oberon’s body, in his 

coming to know the relativistic paradox of tempest and calm, that this moment in the Inn 

becomes seminal of some of Hawthorne’s most wild writing in tales and novels.  The 

“moaning” of wind in RMB and TGB comes to mind, as does the “howling wilderness” so 

ubiquitous in his works, as well.  But most prominently connected to this cataract-penetrating 

experience—given that Hawthorne did go to Niagara Falls on his Canal Boat trip, one can 

assume that he, himself, experienced this bodily sensation22—is the tale “Young Goodman 

Brown,” of Puritans and the devil-in-the-woods.  Hawthorne did leave evidence of his being 

bodily impacted by the force of nature during his climb of Mt. Washington in the White 

Mountains of New Hampshire, the first leg of his 1832 New England/New York tour.  He 

wrote to his Mother on 16 September 1832, “. . . I climbed three miles into the air, and    . . . 
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it snowed all the way, and . . . when I got up the mountain on one side, the wind carried me a 

great distance off my feet and almost blew me down the other, and . . . the thermometer stood 

at twelve degrees below the freezing point” (CE: XV 226 qtd. in Weber, “Tour” 3).  The 

image of the young Hawthorne being tossed about atop the tallest mountain in the East lends 

credence to Oberon’s Inn experience being close if not identical to that of Hawthorne at 

Niagara.  Given Weber’s claim that Hawthorne most probably wrote the tale on his way 

home from his trip (“Tour” 184, n. 12), and, with Niagara being the last stop, the connection 

becomes more clear.  Just before Oberon spends the night in the Inn, he pursues his venture 

through the Falls’ toll house and into a small store just beyond it.  There he spies a collection 

of “twisted sticks,” walking sticks made by a Tuscarora Indian, of which he selects “one of 

curled maple, curiously convoluted, and adorned with the carved images of a snake and a 

fish” (HATS 57).  This is most likely the origin of the walking stick that the devil carries in 

“Young Goodman  Brown”: “. . . his staff, which bore the likeness of a great black snake, so 

curiously wrought, that it might almost be seen to twist and wriggle itself, like a living 

serpent” (ALE 277).   

Oberon in “Niagara” uses the twisting snake stick as his phallic “pilgrim’s staff” and 

crosses the bridge to the Falls.  How could Hawthorne, on crossing the bridge himself, not 

have been struck by the strong symbolic nature of such a crossing, given the ripe opportunity 

for punning with the word “falls”?  Morality is on Oberon’s mind as he speaks of rocks and 

the rapids below: “Above and below me were the rapids, a river of impetuous snow, with 

here and there a dark rock amid its whiteness, resisting all the physical fury, as any cold spirit 

did the moral influences of the scene” (HATS 57). The sexual connotations of the imagery he 

views break forth from his unconscious to his conscious mind—all the wild “impetuous” 
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foaming froth leave him no doubt, yet, conscious of his readers, or super-egotistically 

corrective, he turns to the “cold spirit” to censor such thoughts.  “Cold” even evokes the 

adjective puritanical. On coming to Goat Island, “which separates the two great segments of 

the falls,” it is no surprise that Oberon “chose the right-hand path” (HATS 57) to the 

American side of the falls, and, for having done so, it is as if he has reached sublimity, for he 

“saw the vapor that never vanishes, and the Eternal Rainbow of the Niagara” (HATS 57).   

Oberon’s first encounter with the Falls precedes his night of wild abandon with 

cataract vibrations penetrating his body.  Despite enjoying the “Eternal Rainbow,” he slips 

back into “disappointment” with the Falls as he fantasizes being an Indian coming upon  it 

for the first time.  There is still the discrepancy between preconceived notions and reality:  

But I had come thither, haunted with a vision of foam and fury, and dizzy 
cliffs, and an ocean tumbling down out of the sky—a scene, in short, which 
nature had too much good taste and calm simplicity to realize.  My mind had 
struggled to adapt these false conceptions to the reality, and finding the effort 
vain, a wretched sense of disappointment weight me down.  I climbed the 
precipice, and threw myself on the earth—feeling that I was unworthy to look 
at the Great Falls, and careless about beholding them again. (HATS 57, 
emphasis mine)  
 

Oberon had wanted something akin to William Bartram’s alligator attack, or even more—“an 

ocean tumbling down out of the sky.”  There is an odd disconnect between the words 

“disappointment” and “unworthy,” the latter of which speaks to a phenomenon akin to God, 

and the former speaks to the vast disjunction between Oberon’s anticipating eros and his 

actual perception of the Falls, which indicates the division of unconscious and consciousness.  

The God aspect of the Falls, before which Oberon feels “unworthy,” speaks most directly to 

the “‘mysterium tremendum’”—Oberon’s sense of the vast discrepancy between his finite, 

flawed nature and the infinity that the divine/Falls represent.  It is this and not 

“disappointment” that prompts him to “throw [him]self” upon the earth, like Ilbrahim 
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suckling at the “hillock” grave of his father in TGB. Oberon becomes the infant at the earthly 

breast here, interjecting the maternal substitute of “‘das Ding’” to take comfort and 

sustenance. Although he credits ‘nature’ with having the “good taste” not to “realize” such 

gargantuan frenzy as an “ocean tumbling down out of the sky,” he is just about to experience 

‘nature’ in anything but good taste, “blasting” through his body that night.      

 It is possible that Oberon has flung himself to the ground out of a kind of guilt, as 

well, on penetrating female nature, for he has crossed the bridge to the Falls with the phallic 

serpentine walking stick and taken the “right” path.  His musings on the immoral and “cold 

spirit” speak, in Derrida’s terms, to a sense of “culpability, sin, and salvation,” for, as 

previously noted, he witnesses the Falls, echoing as the fall of mankind in his mind.  It is thus 

that “Young Goodman Brown” comes into being so soon afterward.23  Brown in the tale 

asserts his father’s innocence to the devil and makes ready to leave the woods, but Satan tells 

him otherwise: “I helped your grandfather, the constable, when he lashed the Quaker woman 

so smartly through the streets of Salem. And it was I that brought your father a pitch-pine 

knot . . . to set fire to an Indian village, in King Philip’s war” (ALE 278).  Hawthorne’s 

language of the “thundering” cataract and rapids’ “vibrations” through Oberon abed at night 

re-emerge in the tempestuous language of Brown’s night in the woods:  Just as there is “a 

rushing sound” that Oberon hears in bed, “as if a great tempest were sweeping through the 

air” (HATS  58). Brown, once he perceives his wife Faith has fallen by coming to the woods 

as well, “maddened with despair,” flies through the woods at supernatural speed, holding on 

to the devil’s serpent staff, “leaving him in the  heart of the dark wilderness, still rushing 

onward, with the instinct that guides mortal man to evil” (ALE 283, emphasis mine).  Later 

he “paused, in a lull of the tempest that had driven him onward . . .” (ALE 284, emphasis 
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mine).  “Rushing” and “tempest” are common to both works, and “roar”—a word in YGB to 

describe wind—of the cataract is “sweeping through the air” to find Oberon abed in 

“Niagara.”  Just as there are, for Brown, “frightful sounds” throughout the woods, Oberon 

speaks of “this dread sound in the air,” “whenever [he] awoke” (HATS 58 ).  As Oberon 

notes “how bright the stars were,” during the cataract melée, Brown, as the minister and 

Deacon Gookin ride past him in the woods, notes they do not “intercept . . . the faint gleam 

from the strip of bright sky” (ALE 281, emphasis mine), echoing the disconnect between 

“bright stars” and still “garden” leaves and “thunder[ing]” cataract.  

It is clear that the very language of the “Niagara” scene of female ‘nature’ penetrating 

Oberon pervades that of YGB, that a sense of his initial horror informs the tale.  Perhaps a 

sense of guilt about the orgasmic vibrations of the Falls translates to the tale, as does the 

sense of overpowering female sexuality.  Keil has noted a sexual assertiveness of Faith, with 

the repeated “thrusting” of her head across the threshold of their house as Brown leaves at the 

story’s opening, counterbalanced by Brown’s impotence (38).  Most notably, the rapids and 

cataract sounds and “vibrations” “mingled with [Oberon’s] dreams, and made them full of 

storm and whirlwind” (HATS 58-59); thus, it follows that Hawthorne will create a tale in 

which his protagonist “dreams” a wild woods scene. Even the sense, unconscious on 

Hawthorne’s part, most likely, of penetration of the male by the female natural force of 

vibration and sound lends a note of the horrific to the tale.  The supernatural forest realm 

invades Brown’s consciousness as a Satanic mass is brewing in the woods, and neither 

Brown nor his “angelic” wife Faith are immune to it.  Neither the minister nor his catechism 

teacher Goody Cloyse are immune to it.  Neither the innocent looking “fair damsels [who] 

have dug little graves in the garden [for] an infant’s funeral” nor “many a woman eager for 
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widow’s weeds, [who] has given a drink at bed-time” to her husband to “let him sleep his last 

sleep” (ALE 287) are immune to it.  All humankind is present in the woods.  None is immune 

to the stain of sin.  It is this sense that visited Hawthorne, I suggest, on his trek along the 

bridge across rapids by the Falls, this overwhelming sense of the fall of mankind.  Falls’ 

“thunder” and rapids’ “vibrations” gave him the medium with which to tell the tale.  The 

serene starry sky and garden leaves that night for Oberon, juxtaposed with the violence, 

suggested his tale’s ending, in which Brown awakens from the “dream” to a serene woods 

scene.  It is no coincidence that this scene is marked by Brown’s “stagger[ing] against the 

rock and fe[eling] it chill and damp, while a hanging twig, that had been all on fire, 

besprinkled his cheek with the coldest dew” (ALE 288).  Coming “awake” in the woods is 

not unlike coming awake to a sense of fall and “cold spirit” by the damp and chill rock along 

the Falls.  Just as Brown has witnessed the phallic “four blazing pines” at the Satanic altar 

rock, Oberon has witnessed the wild “impetuous” foaming female ejaculate froth of the Falls, 

which he corrects with the “cold spirit.” Brown’s fiery, sexual Satanic mass scene is 

counterbalanced by the cool, damp forest.  Because Oberon’s “rejoicing” at the culmination 

of his Inn experience does not translate into any kind of a joyous ending of YGB, it is safe to 

assume that Hawthorne remained largely unaware consciously of the Niagara genesis of the 

tale.   

Whatever Hawthorne’s physical oikos of the Falls might have been, it gives birth to 

his logos: a suggestion that the paradoxical unity of violence and calm suggests a similar 

fundamental nature of humankind—a coexistence of sin and goodness.  In a sense though, 

Brown in the tale escapes what becomes a sacrifice of yet another son in avoiding being 

sacrificed on the bloody “altar” of Satan, for why else would there be “a basin [of] blood” 
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upon the altar rock?  Although the narrator says “the Shape of Evil” was “to lay the mark of 

baptism upon their foreheads,” it is “the communion of [the human] race” that is taking 

place, a mass, the  ritual which commemorates and reconstitutes the Christ sacrifice.  

Repressed within the Christian mass, says Patočka, is the “‘orgiastic mystery.’”  Hawthorne 

revives the sense of that “‘orgiastic mystery’” with the textual suggestion far more dark than 

a Satanic baptism, the sacrifice of the humans Brown and Faith—and of religious faith itself.   

The sacrifice of the human is no different than that of Isaac by Abraham, but, as with 

Isaac’s being saved by the female divine “‘ethical’” present at the sacrifice site, Brown, and 

one can only wonder about “Faith,” is “warned” by a female presence at the site of sacrifice, 

what looks like his mother (OE 286):  “He could have well nigh sworn that the shape of his 

own dead father beckoned him to advance, looking downward from a smoke-wreath, while a 

woman, with dim features of despair, threw out her hand to warn him back.  Was it his 

mother?” There is the fatherly response to some call to “‘absolute duty’” reinforced by the 

minister and Deacon Gooken “seiz[ing]” Brown’s arms, so that he cannot “resist.”  But 

something in that female “warning” interjects the “‘ethical,’” and just as Brown and Faith are 

to be sacrificed, Brown cries to Faith to (OE 288) to “Look up to Heaven and resist the 

Wicked One!”—with that cry, that release from sacrifice, Brown “awakens.”   

It is the fate of male Hawthorne protagonists, though, to never see fully the female 

component of the divine, to remain blind to a certain extent, and so Brown divests himself of 

the “‘ethical’” and remains incapable of forgiving what he perceives as—and only 

perceives—the sin in others.  In this terrible loss of joy, faith, and love, however, Brown does 

die in the end, like Reuben Bourne dies in the end, “soul’s substance” unretrieved.  Sacrifice 

returns then, not so much in expiation for males’ invading forest realms, but out of guilt for 
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the male having been raped by the “roaring” force of ‘nature.’ Hawthorne offers Brown as a 

“gift of death” for this sin, for Brown has journeyed down to the very core of human 

experience, to “‘orgiastic mystery.’”  It is a journey from which Brown is unable to return.  

One senses here a confusion on Hawthorne’s part, an inability to understand his unconscious 

“devil in the inkpot” genesis of his Satanic woods mass revelation.  Penetration comes full 

circle: from male of female forest realms, to female ‘nature’ of male, as Hawthorne renders 

Niagara Falls in—or it “writes”—“Young Goodman Brown.”   

 

Conclusion 

From Hawthorne’s scenarios of humans invading nature or of nature invading the human, at 

the eco-psychoanalytic level, to his philosophical and naturalist etiological and teleological 

speculations on the geological “Picture,” there emerge answers of a sort to his question about 

the “mystery of nature.”  It involves an acute awareness of the effects of the human-‘nature’ 

dynamic, informed by his readings of geological explorers and by his own observations of 

forests dying to U.S. progress.  Impinging upon the ‘natural’ realm is yet a deeper component 

of the “mystery of nature”: the human participation in, instead of stewardship of, ‘nature,’ in 

terms of the basis of the human psyche and its origins in the Patočkan “‘orgiastic mystery.”  

Man is both component of ‘nature’ and impactor upon ‘nature’ in Hawthorne’s fiction.  As a 

component of ‘nature,’ man is subject to every force of ‘nature,’ and to this end, Hawthorne 

balances out his portrait of the human-‘nature’ set of dynamics.  That Hawthorne was aware, 

at some level, of the “encroachment” aspect of the dynamics counters what Perry Miller has 

called, in so many words, the hoax perpetrated upon Americans by romantic authors and 

artists.  While industrialism was gaining force, and the land of America was being 
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devastated, romantic authors and artists, Miller claims, created works of fantasy nature as a 

buffer between what was really happening to ‘nature’ and the American public psychic 

conception of “America the beautiful” (qtd. in Mazell 314-15).  That Hawthorne in his fiction 

would offer up sons of ‘nature-invading males in sacrifice for that invasion proves his ability, 

as one romantic author, to go beneath the “dream,” to suggest, that humans would be 

“culpable,” to use Derrida’s term, for ‘nature’ destruction.  A oneness with ‘nature,’ or 

Lyotardian “oikos,” that goes as deep as a kind of incest, son/maternal and maternal/son, both 

of which are violent, becomes a violence that may have suggested itself to Hawthorne’s 

unconscious in forms of volcanically penetrated granite rocks.  More consciously the 

interpenetrative violence derives from Hawthorne’s sense of a violent colonial past. 

Concomitant with and in resolution to this violence, Hawthorne has unlocked the mystery of 

the very ancient Abraham/Isaac sacrifice, demonstrating by his killing of sons, that the 

Biblical sacrifice was in the end not a sacrifice at all.  It is here that Hawthorne beautifully 

suggests the presence of the female component of the divine, the “‘ethical’” which stopped 

Abraham’s hand.  By contrast, he fashions stories in which males cannot see the beauty of 

the female “‘ethical’” divine, just as American males could not see anything but the 

utilitarian in the land.  His tales serve as a cautionary note—unheeded in his own day, 

unheeded up to our present day, when a belated environmental zeitgeist may be too late to 

make any difference—24to dramatically reconfigure our relationship to the land, to stop the 

sacrifice. 

 
                                                 

1 I base this assumption on Alfred Weber’s similar claims about the travel sketches of 
Hawthorne reflecting actual events and places along his 1832 tour.  Weber makes the 
assumptions that Hawthorne’s “descriptions of landscapes . . . in New England and upstate 
New York are so detailed and graphic, that they surely must have been based on personal 
observations.”  He continues, “It is likely that they were taken down in a notebook and 
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the “geographical boundaries, the ecology, and the social history of Virginia,” in 1781.  The 
Notes were published in 1784-85. Eds. Nina Baym, et al, The Norton Anthology of American 
Literature, vol. A, 6th ed., (New York: W. W. Norton, 2003) 733 n 1. 
  

5 For a more developed ecocritical examination of Jefferson’s nature writing in 
“Cascades” from Notes on the State of Virginia, see Gordon Sayre, “If Thomas Jefferson Had 
Visited Niagara Falls: The Sublime Wilderness Spectacle in America, 1775-1825.” The 
I.S.L.E. Reader, Ecocriticism, 1993-2003, Eds.  Michael  Branch  and Scott Slovic (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 2003) 102-103. 

 
6  Kesselring’s listing of books and magazines checked out the Salem Athaneum by 

Hawthorne and his aunt, Mary Manning, indicates that William Bartram’s Travels was 
checked out on 25 Aug. 1831, a full year before his trip across New York on the Erie Canal.  
Kesselring, “Hawthorne’s Reading, 1829-1850, Part III-Conclusion, Identification of Books 
Charged to Hathaniel Hawwthorne and Mary Manning,” Bulletin of the New York Public 
Library, Astor, Lenoc and Tilden Foundations, vol. 53 (Jan.-Dec., 1949) 173-194.  
 

7 “The Canal Boat” was published anonymously by Park Benjamin in the New 
England Magazine 9 (December 1835) 398-409.  This sketch and his other travel sketches 
were originally part of Hawthorne’s “The Story Teller”; “The sketches were originally links 
in the frame of this work, but the order in which Benjamin published them in the magazines 
does not necessarily reflect the order in which they occurred in Hawthorne’s original 
manuscript.” It was reprinted by Fields in “Sketches from Memory” in the second edition of 
Mosses from an Old Manse in 1854. Alfred Weber, “An Edition of  Hawthorne’s American 
Travel Sketches With Textual Introductions,” Hawthorne’s American Travel Sketches,  25, 
35. 



42 
 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
8 Professor of English at Bowdoin College William Watterson informed me of 

Hawthorne’s knowledge of von Humboldt’s works, 14 June, 2008.  
 

9 Evidence of Hawthorne’s having read Shelley, along with Wordsworth, Coleridge, 
and Keats, is strongly suggested by his having taken their works out of the Salem Athaneum. 
See Kesselring, Marion L., “Hawthorne’s Reading, 1828-1850,” Bulletin of the New York 
Public Library, Astor Lenox and Tilden Foundations, 53.2 (Feb. 1949) 55-71. 
 

10 Cited in Henry Staten’s Eros in Mourning, 187. Plato’s Symposium, trans. Michael 
Joyce,  The Collected Dialogues of Plato, Ed. Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (New 
York: Pantheon, 1961)  206a. 

 
11 Staten, “Cited in Paul Oskar Kristeller, The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino, trans. 

Virginia Conant (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1964) 207-08 n 5. 
 
12 Karen Sanchez-Eppler, “Hawthorne and the writing of childhood,” The Cambridge 

Companion to Hawthorne, Ed. Richard H. Millington, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 2004) 143-61.  
 

13 I have seen the gabbro-diorite rocks while driving East along I-95 in Connecticut, 
as large rock-face formations along the highway.  The horizontal lines of granite, do, indeed, 
resemble writing.  

 
14 William Watterson, professor of English at Bowdoin College, informed me of 

Hawthorne’s reading the Cleaveland geology text as a student at Bowdoin, and of 
Hawthorne’s awareness of the conflict between Cleaveland and von Humboldt at The 
Hawthorne Society Summer Meeting, 14 June, 2008. 

 
15 Kris Fresonke writes of explorers of western America employing the romantic 

genre in their writing to describe the regions through which they traveled for an audience that 
could not conceive of any “there there.” See Fresonke, West of Emerson: The Design of 
Manifest Destiny, (Berkely, Los Angeles, London: Univ. of California Press, 2003) 154. 

 
16 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The American Notebooks, Ed. Randall Stewart, (New Haven: 

Yale Univ. Press, 1932) 102-05, Leo Marx 368 n 5. Michael Jones counters this impression 
of Hawthorne by noting that Hawthorne wrote to Sophia, his wife, of his exhilaration on 
taking his first train ride.  I believe this points to an ambivalence on Hawthorne’s part about 
technology in the natural realm; nevertheless, his experience of shock and violation by the 
train whistle stands on its own as evidence of Hawthorne’s sense of human “penetration” of 
‘nature.’ See Jones, The Angel in the Machine: The Rational Psychology of Hawthorne, 
(Peru, Illinois: Sherwood Sugden, 1991) 16.  

 
17 Brian Harding, in the Oxford edition of “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” quotes 

Doubleday on the sacrifice of Cyrus: it does not “make any real sense,” 342 n 76. Doubleday, 
Neal F. “Hawthorne’s Satirical Allegory,” College English 3 (1942) 325-37. 
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18 According to Alfred Weber, “My Visit to Niagara” was never republished with 

Hawthorne’s other works until being “. . . identified and collected later by George Parsons 
Lathrop in his editions of Hawthorne’s works.” Weber, “Edition” 55. 

 
19 Berthold, writing on travel literature of Hawthorne’s time and place, provides many  

reproductions of prints and engravings of scenery along the route of Hawthorne’s 1832 trip 
through New England and New York, including scenery along the Erie Canal and at Niagara 
Falls.  See Berthold, “A Literary and Pictorial Iconography of Hawthorne’s Tour,” Weber, 
Lueck, and Berthold 99-130. 

 
20 Staten notes some feminist critics of Lacan who see the “infant’s pre-Oedipal 

relationship to the mother as a pleasurable symbiosis that is disrupted by the father.” See 
Elizabeth Grosz, Jacques Lacan: a Feminist Introduction (London: Routledge, 1990) 70. 
Staten 233 n 10. 

 
21 Melinda Elbert has noted an English quality to Oberon in “The Canal Boat,” which 

seems to emerge here as Oberon resists the Frenchman’s exuberance.  Elbert, “Hawthorne, 
the New Frontier, or Why Dimmesdale Can’t Go West,” Nathaniel Hawthorne Society 
Summer Meeting, 14 June 2008.    

 
22 See note 1. 
 
23 James C. Keil briefly summarizes psychoanalytic critics’ views of the tale “Young 

Goodman Brown” which I examine on pages 27-32: Roy Male claims that “the dark night in 
the forest is essentially a sexual experience”; Frederick Crews “observe[s] that in his dream 
experience, the young, newly married and still oedipal Brown, fleeing from the sexuality of 
married life, removes himself to a place where he can voyeuristically and vicariously enjoy 
that which he directly shuns.”  Keil, “Hawthorne’s ‘Young Goodman Brown’: Early-
Nineteenth-Century and Puritan Constructions of Gender,” The New England Quarterly 69.1 
(Mar. 1996)  33-55,  33.  Roy R. Male, Hawthorne’s Tragic Vision, (Austin: The Univ. of 
Texas Press, 1957) 77.  Frederick C. Crews, The Sins of the Fathers: Hawthorne’s Tragic 
Themes, (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1966) 102. 
 

24 Werner Herzog, in the film Encounters at the End of the Earth, reiterates the 
conclusions of many scientists who see a doomed future for humans on earth. 
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CHAPTER 2 

OF STORM AND CAVE:  
HAWTHORNE, WOMAN, AND NATURE, BASIS AND ANABASIS  

 

“At the base of the pulpit, the broken boulders inclined towards each other, so as to form a shallow cave, within 
which our little party had sometimes found protection . . . .” 

                                                                            —Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance 
 

“Tell him he has murdered me!” 
           —Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance) 

Having established Hawthorne as a nature writer, engaging matters of “geological ‘deep 

time,’” flora and fauna along Salem’s beach, and forest devastation in the service of 

nationalist expansion, I have gone on to locate Hawthorne sketches as following the tradition 

of William Bartram’s romantic naturalist writing.  Following Bartram’s model, Hawthorne’s 

nature sketches have engendered those of contemporary environmental writers, such as John 

Muir and Annie Dillard, as parallel intertextuality demonstrates.  Applying an ecocritical 

method of analysis to his texts employing a hybridization of critical perspectives, 

characteristic of the method, I have integrated an environmental approach with that of the 

discourse of sacrifice and of psychoanalytic criticism.  I have argued that Hawthorne in 

several sketches and tales, through natural topoi of rock, wind, and cataract, renders the 

“mystery of nature,” or “‘oikos’” (the hidden) in a “‘logos’” (art language), or “‘ecology,’” 

according to Lyotard’s ecocritical philosophy, of cyclic mutual inter-penetration.  Maternal 

nature forces rape the sons, sons rape maternal nature, and sons are killed in expiation.  

Annette Kolodny’s female-land-gendering and rape thesis clearly informs my argument.  

Females are ever present at sacrifice scenes in these tales, but males are blind to the 
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possibility of stopping the deaths, which is suggested in the female presence, evocative of 

that aspect of the divine that stays Abraham’s killing of Isaac.  Violence at the core of 

colonial experience in America becomes for Hawthorne a key component of wilderness 

destruction that he resists.  In such fashion, Hawthorne reverses the movement of western 

literature toward transcendence of death to preference the body of death at the end of tales, 

emphasizing this aspect of aggression.   

Building on the critical position of D. H. Lawrence and the theory of Myra Jehlen, 

that the very nature of America imparted the subjectivity and literature, as Lawrence claims, 

of its people.  I have argued, as well, that Hawthorne’s experience of thunderous Niagara 

Falls on his 1832 Erie “Canal-boat” ride through New York engendered the “roaring” prose 

of the tale “Young Goodman Brown” and later texts.     

 

Complicating the sacrifice model, Hawthorne in the novel The Blithedale Romance 

doubles the number of males and females at sacrifice sites to counter-position the private-

sphere female with the public-sphere female and sacrifices the latter in keeping with his  

gender/ecological sacrifice system. In anticipation of Derrida’s question of what happens to 

woman at the scene of sacrifice, Hawthorne’s answer in this novel is that it depends on the 

nature of the woman.  If she is the “‘ethical,’” (using Jan Patočka’s sacrifice model from The 

Heretical Essays on the Philosophy of History, as explained by Derrida in The Gift of Death), 

or private-sphere female, her presence at the scene of sacrifice, suggests, as I have theorized, 

the possibility of staying the sacrifice. Similarly the “‘ethical’” component of the divine 

spares Isaac.  If she has “transgressed” into the masculine realm of “‘absolute duty’” (public 

sphere), she is sacrificed.   Hawthorne continues the topoi of maternal-nature-penetrating 
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males as storm.  In a move both counter to and congruent with the anabasistic tradition in 

western literature, as described by Henry Staten in Eros in Mourning, Hawthorne positions 

“violated” males in womb-like transcendent, restorative caves which also become loci of 

maternal nature incest and sacrifice, or Patočkan “‘orgiastic mystery.’”  It is the sacrifice of 

the female who has crossed into the realm of  “‘absolute duty’” and who fills the “gap” that 

Alison Easton describes between the female gender role’s domestic “expectations” and actual 

practice (84) in Hawthorne’s time of writing that most strikingly distinguishes the novel from 

the tales.   

 Hawthorne’s problematic position on women, at once both “misogynist” and 

“feminist” (82) is equally based in his psychosexual history, his relations with Hathorne, 

Manning, Peabody and other women, many of whom were writers, his position as an early to 

mid-nineteenth-century American male, and his proto-environmental stance.1  A “damaged 

young man, perhaps even sexually abused” (Hutner 263) by either his older sister Ebe or one 

of the Manning uncles in their 20s and 30s when they shared a bedroom with a very young 

Hawthorne in the Manning home,2 Hawthorne creates a “violated” Oberon in “Foot-prints” 

who flees even young girls in the sketch “Foot-prints” for the sanctuary of a cave.  Blithedale 

narrator Miles Coverdale seeks refuge in the woods from his fellow utopians.  Nature could 

restore the “violated” Hawthorne male subject and feed his art.  The maternal natural cave, 

restorative of  subjectivity, is evidence of Hawthorne’s many “secrets,” according to 

biographer Edwin Haviland Miller, “for he was in quest of a . . . mother . . . to find security 

in a cold universe” (36).  Despite Nina Baym and Fred Newberry’s pronouncements that 

Hawthorne’s Mother, though “stern,” was “not a recluse,”3 many scholars have seen 

otherwise.  Miller even quotes Hawthorne’s elder sister “Ebe” on Mrs. Hawthorne, noting 
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that she was “‘serious’” (32), and, to some, “‘gloomy or melancholy,’” “isolated from the 

world . . . [and] could not cope with feelings and demonstrations of affections . . . . the bond 

of children to parent . . . was intense but somewhat chilled . . . .” (32-33). Miller adds, “[T]he 

energy lacking in [Hawthorne’s] life and in his characters may be traceable to his mother and 

the ambience she created for her children” (32-33).  As many who lack sufficiently nurturing 

parental love project love for and from a parent onto the landscape, so does Hawthorne.  All 

the while he develops subtextual themes of a terribly vulnerable American landscape in a 

time of burgeoning nationalist expansion and of Virgillian pastoral wilderness invaded by 

empire (see Ch. 1).  

When woman, on the other hand, becomes overpowering, whether as a force of nature 

or as a female character, “she” would, in turn, be overpowered within the  Hawthorne 

sacrifice system.  Perhaps the most graphically disturbing image in all of Hawthorne’s oeuvre 

is that of Zenobia, the Margaret Fulleresque female protagonist in Blithedale,4 recovered 

from the waters of her suicidal drowning: “the marble image of a death agony . . . . her arms . 

. . rigid in the act of struggling . . . were bent before her with clenched hands; her knees, too, 

were bent . . . her hands! They were clenched in immitigable defiance” (NCE 216-17).  Even 

more shocking is Hawthorne’s comment in The Italian Notebooks on Margaret Fuller after 

her death by shipwreck off of Fire Island, New York on 19 July 1850, two years prior to 

publication of Blithedale, with her husband, Count Giovanni Ossoli and their young son:  

. . . there appears to have been a total collapse of poor Margaret, morally and  
intellectually; and tragic as her catastrophe was, Providence was, after all, 
kind in putting her and her clownish husband, and their child, on board that 
fated ship.  There never was such a tragedy as her whole story; the sadder and 
sterner, because so much of the ridiculous was mixed up with it and because 
she could bear anything better than to be ridiculous. (CE 14: 156 qtd. in 
Kesterson 72) 
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It is not so much that Hawthorne writes of Fuller’s death so derisively and then creates a Zenobia 

who also drowns, but that he conflates the texts even further when the Blithedale narrator Miles 

Coverdale, witness to Zenobia’s hopeless feminist outcries before she flees to die, interjects a 

counterpoint to her defiance, half wishing and half hoping that she had knelt—in the pond while 

drowning?—to give “herself up to the Father, reconciled and penitent” (NCE 217).  In both 

passages Hawthorne and his narrator invoke the divine to put a stamp of judgment on these 

strong women’s seeming follies or transgressions.  The collocation of divine judgment, 

feminists, and death by drowning speaks to a deeply-rooted structure in the Hawthorne system 

that allotted separate places for women and men.  Death by water implies a metaphor vehicle that 

has everything to do with an excess of sexuality, which disturbs the domesticating agenda of 

women as close to Hawthorne as his wife Sophia and her famous sister, the preacher of 

domesticity, Elizabeth Peabody, and of Hawthorne, himself, who preferences the female  

“‘ethical’” component of the divine again and again in his works. 

 Easton attributes the “shifts in attitudes” toward women in Hawthorne’s works to the 

very “disturbed period” in which Hawthorne wrote (82).  At this time, slavery was festering, 

industrial urbanization was expanding, the middle class was emerging, and women’s roles 

were shifting.  The creation of separate gender spheres did not occur in the United States 

until the 1830s when Hawthorne was writing his sketches and tales (80).  “Profound 

ambivalence about women lay at the center of both middle class emotional life and the 

republic’s idea of itself as a nation of liberty and equality (79).  The Revolution “initiated a 

persistent debate about female roles, while ushering in new economic structures that would 

simultaneously constrain women and encourage their social questioning” (79-80).  With the 

introduction of separate gender spheres, there was, nevertheless a “gap” between 
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“expectations” and practices; Hawthorne’s works reflect this discrepancy, allowing for a 

sexually assertive character, such as Faith, in the tale YGB (84).   

There was bound to be a gap between lived experiences and the bourgeois [new]  
ideology of ‘True Womanhood,’ that is to say a pious, asexual, submissive, domestic 
femininity.  Women also knew the importance of self-reliance, hard work, 
orderliness, and practical skills.  They valued sexuality but kept it ‘private’ 
. . . . Hawthorne was to explore the multiple implications of this socially constructed 
doubleness. (80) 
 

Narrowing the focus from society to Hawthorne’s immediate family, one sees that he was 

surrounded by literary women: his aunts, his sisters, his wife, Sophia Peabody, who edited 

his manuscripts, and Elizabeth Peabody (Idle and Ponder 5-12).  Despite a close circle of 

writing women, Hawthorne wrote to his publisher, Ticknor, that now infamous complaint 

about the “damned mob of scribbling women,” who were a threat to his book sales,5 yet 

another “inconsistency.”   

 One of the more glaring inconsistencies in Hawthorne’s writings on women writers—

one which has everything to do with dangerous female sexuality and death by water—has 

been presented by Nina Baym:  Hawthorne writes to Ticknor about Fanny Fern’s Ruth Hall 

on 2 Feb. 1855, “‘That woman writes as if the devil was in her; and that is the only condition 

under which a woman writes anything worth reading. . . . when they throw off the restraints 

of decency, and come before the public stark naked, as it were, then their books are sure to 

possess character and value’” (qtd. in Baym “Again . . .” 24; CE 17: 308).  Here is a 

Hawthorne not only comfortable with the woman crossing into masculine territory, but 

strikingly somehow sexually turned on at the prospect.  Hall has earned a place with the 

thunderous male romantics, according to Hawthorne, so it would seem.  When writing to his 

wife, Sophia, however, on Grace Greenwood, Hawthorne turns 180 degrees on the fulcrum 

of the “naked” female, Baym notes.  He calls a woman’s writing “prostitute[ing] . . . to the 
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public” and voices relief that Sophia had never done so: “. . . it has pretty much an effect on 

them as it would to walk abroad through the streets physically stark naked.  Women are too 

good for authorship, and that is the reason it spoils them so” (qtd. in 24; CE 17: 456-57).  

Here one sees the “gap” between domestic “expectations” and the practice of women 

working, the war going on in Hawthorne as he navigates between the two poles.  There are 

not only two women in the Hawthorne system, but two Hawthornes, the one who is 

unabashedly attracted to “naked” female authorship and the one who both capitulates to his 

wife and the growing domestic ethos, condemning the “naked” female author.  The latter 

Hawthorne also genuinely sanctifies the “‘ethical’” female who can right the wrongs of a 

violent male realm of both “‘absolute duty’” and folly, transcending violence and blood to 

grace again and again in his fiction.  Thus, it would seem that Hawthorne truly believed what 

he said to Ticknor about women writers, yet at the same time, could not believe it.   

 Such ambivalence in Hawthorne about women writers comes to the fore in the 

passages above on Fuller and Zenobia’s deaths.  Fuller had been his friend, a mentor, a co-

utopian at Brook Farm where she urged him to hide less and mingle more, and an early critic 

and supporter of his works.6  It is in a Fuller review of Hawthorne’s early sentimental tale, 

“The Gentle Boy,” that one might locate a possible cause for his strident antipathy toward her 

that was to come out in his later non-fiction writings, and in Blithedale through Zenobia.  She 

writes, “‘It is marked by so much grace and delicacy of feeling that I am very desirous to 

know the author, whom I take to be a lady’”7 (qtd. in Kesterson 67).  In writing on Ruth Hall 

to Ticknor (noted above), Hawthorne, delighting in Hall’s writing that strays from “decency” 

continues on to condemn most writing by his female contemporaries: “Generally women 

write like emasculated men, and are only to be distinguished from male authors by greater 
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feebleness and folly . . .” (qtd. in Baym 24; CE 17: 308).  Applying syllogistic logic and 

using Hawthorne’s assumptions about gender and writing, one cannot help but see that 

Hawthorne might have feared that, because of Fuller’s suggesting he was a female, he might 

have been construed as “‘emasculated,’” “‘feeble,’” and foolish. It is no wonder that he 

turned away from his highly sentimental style in later works.  The “feminine” label, though, 

has haunted Hawthorne in many critical works from his own time to the present.8 

 Aside from the gender confusion by Fuller and its possibly offending Hawthorne, 

there was more that annoyed him about Fuller.  He wrote of her in a letter from Brook Farm 

to his fiancée Sophia in 1841 of a certain “‘Transcendental heifer’” which Fuller owned.  

“Hawthorne writes that the cow is ‘fractious’ and ‘hooks the other cows,’ and has ‘made 

herself ruler’ of the herd, and behaves in a very tyrannical manner” (qtd. in Kesterton 66; CE 

15: 527, 528).  “‘Thou knowest best,’” Hawthorne continues, “‘whether in these traits of 

character, she resembles her mistress.’”9 Here Hawthorne is exhibiting his displeasure with 

feeling controlled by a woman whom he will “partially” turn into Zenobia and kill, only 

after, however, Coverdale has voiced attraction to her exotic beauty.  Fuller also omitted 

Hawthorne from her 1846 essay “American Literature, Its Position in the Present Time, and 

Prospects for the Future,” except to say one line on him: he is “‘the best writer of the day, in 

a similar range with Irving, only touching many more points and discerning far more 

deeply’” (Meyerson 399, qtd. in 71).10  Fuller writes of his collection of tales and sketches, 

Mosses from an Old Manse, that Hawthorne is “too mysterious, suggestive, and exclusive” 

(qtd. in Kesterson 72).  Fuller writes that he is wont to “‘Still, still brood over his page, the 

genius of revery and the nonchalance of Nature, rather than the ardent earnestness of the 

human soul. [Hawthorne] intimates and suggests but does not lay bare the mysteries of our 
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being’” (qtd. in 72).  For an author whose central concerns in so many works were the 

“mystery of nature” and the human psyche, Hawthorne may have smarted at Fuller’s review. 

His “personal relation with [her] remains a puzzle never to be completely solved,” Kesterson 

writes (72), despite their “mutual respect and admiration,” evidenced by Hawthorne and 

Sophia writing “a letter of congratulations” to her “on the publication of her Woman in the 

Nineteenth Century” (72).  As I argue below with textual parallels from Woman and 

Zenobia’s final soliloquy, Hawthorne does display a certain respect for her feminism, despite 

his inability to support it fully. 

 A woman having power over Hawthorne and his work did not sit well with him.  

There was an invasiveness as problematic as what he feared a female mesmerist could do 

were she to penetrate his future wife Sophia’s soul, 11  or Niagara’s “vibrations” could do to a 

sleeping Oberon.  The problem goes even deeper for Hawthorne. The female who enters the 

realm of “‘absolute duty’” complicates the field of battle for the males.  Her presence elicits 

males’ desire for her, such as Hawthorne’s for the “naked” writing of Grace Greenwood, in 

the form of Statenesque “‘voluptas,’” or she knowingly seduces the males, as does Zenobia.  

The latter, in fact, may be the reason for her entering the masculine realm, to gain control of 

the males. The female risks, on entering this realm of war, power, lust, and death, of the 

jouissant god, becoming an object of the basistic imperative.  The woman in the basistic 

realm, as both object of conquest and rival of men obstructs the masculine fraternity, turning 

them on each other in rivalry over her and with her.  If she dominates males, her 

progenerative womb transforms into a Lacanian void, one which threatens to annihilate the 

male who enters it.  It is thus that the female in this realm, in the hands of the male author, 

will be sacrificed, if the males can do so.  It is no surprise then that the drive to split off the 
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female into an imprisoning domos in Hawthorne’s time may have been as much driven by 

men as it was by women, such as Elizabeth Peabody.  The woman threat gone, the males can 

resume fraternitas in, for example, literature or science, rivaling each other within proscribed 

norms, without fear of mutual destruction over the female or of subjectivity destruction by 

the Lacanian “‘das Ding.’”  

Female penetration of the male brings Hawthorne to correct such penetration with 

sons penetrating female maternal nature as Oberon and Coverdale inhabit caves.  Unlike 

males in the tales, they are not sacrificed in expiation; instead, Zenobia becomes a basistic 

sacrifice, whose death, rather than restoring the masculine realm, destroys one 

(Hollingsworth) and haunts another (Coverdale).   

 

Storm 

The beauty of Hawthorne’s environmental agenda, so closely allied to his split positions on 

women, which, in turn, splits him in two, is that nature is not rendered as entirely vulnerable 

to human destruction, but as a force, as well, beyond human comprehension.  He depicts 

nature in all “her” power of geological cataclysm, of thundering cataract, and, early on in 

Blithedale, in Ch. V, “Until Bedtime,” in the form of a snowstorm that rattles the Foster 

farmhouse and its inhabitants, the eager new utopians.  The storm’s vibrations penetrate them 

and make them vulnerable to the vast reaches of empty space, a Lacanian void womb, “‘das 

Ding.’” Coverdale speaks of “the shrieking blast” and of the “uttermost rage of a tempest,” of 

“strong puffs of wind” that “spattered the snow against the windows, and made the oaken 

frame of the farmhouse creak” (NCE  33).  The newly arrived Priscilla, urban waif 
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clairvoyant, representative of the “‘ethical’” component of the divine in the novel, evinces 

fear of the storm, as Coverdale observes, 

The sense of vast, undefined space, pressing from the outside against the black  
panes of our uncurtained windows, was fearful to the poor girl . . . . The house 
probably seemed to her adrift on the great ocean of the night.  A little 
parallelogram of sky was all that she had hitherto known of nature; so that she 
felt the awfulness that really exists in its limitless extent. (NCE 33, emphasis 
mine) 

In a note similar to Pascal’s famous statement, “Le silence éternal de ces espaces infinis 

m’effraie,”12 with all its connotations of humans’ vulnerability within an infinite universe, 

Hawthorne reveals his own awe at nature’s power and perhaps his terror of the infinite 

maternal female void who, in addition to penetrating males, has agency, “pressing from the 

outside.”  Even more than outer space, which one associates with a vacuum that absorbs, the 

“pressing” void implies human hands or genetalia that “press” in the act of sexual 

penetration.  “Black panes” that are “uncurtained” bespeak the exposed, naked subject, and 

“panes” puns on the concept of pain, implying a rape.      

Virginal Priscilla, a seamstress who knits purses with barely accessible openings, is 

overwhelmed, so Coverdale observes and imagines, by the power of the “pressing” storm, as 

its force penetrates the females in the house, along with the males, a double-gender-incest 

image, evocative of the Hawthorne “‘secret.’”  The storm, nevertheless, evoking fear of vast 

space, also consists of wind which buffets the house, as ocean impinges upon boats, humans, 

and beaches.  To be “adrift” upon the “great ocean of the night” is to be vulnerable, as well, 

to wind and tidal flow with little hope of rudder or anchor, of any intervention (no sun).  

Little Priscilla has and will again fall under the control of the mesmerist pimp Westervelt, 

whose name speaks of land death, of nature destruction.  Zenobia, the powerful, exotic 

beauty, Priscilla’s half sister, will unmoor Priscilla from the blithe dale and will pass Priscilla 
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on to Westervelt.  Both women embody aspects of nature,13 as well as private and public 

spheres, and Zenobia, in her destructive power, is allied with the “limitless extent” of the 

storm, the Lacanian womb void.  Such female power seems to frighten and anger both 

Hawthorne and his Coverdale.  Similarly Fuller and Zenobia’s power overwhelmed or 

“pressed” their sense of power on and through these men.  Nina Baym’s analysis of Zenobia 

is congruent with that of this argument: that she represents “the natural or precivilized 

woman” and goes so far as to call her the “heroine” of the story (The Shape 196).  Though 

Zenobia’s role is key to understanding Hawthorne’s position on women and his 

environmental project in the novel, Baym’s praise of her ignores Zenobia’s role as traitor to 

Priscilla.   

Terror of all-powerful maternal nature, of the Lacanian “das Ding,” also foreshadows 

Coverdale’s terror, or “Theodore’s,” a Coverdale-esque character in the embedded fabula 

“Zenobia’s Legend,” Ch. XIII, who cannot kiss a veiled (Pricilla-esque) figure (“the mystery 

of nature”) “through the veil,” for fear of “the lips of a dead girl, or the jaws of a skeleton, or 

the grinning cavity of a monster’s mouth!” beneath the veil (NCE 105).  Hawthorne’s 

psychosexual history feeds this fear that nature’s “mystery” will be the Lacanian void or a 

Descartian “Evil Genius.”  Sexual union may result in castration by a dentate vagina; thus, 

Theodore cannot kiss the maiden through the veil, and she disappears—after momentarily 

revealing an infinite beauty—and Coverdale will never gain Priscilla, never consummate a 

union.  Maternal nature, as a fearsome void, follows the human mother as first empirical 

experience of “das Ding” for the subject.  As the subject comes to face the void of the 

universe, as Pascal did, as Coverdale does in this passage, it begins to fathom—or begins to 
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fathom that it can never fathom, as Lacan might say, the “unknowable other” that is beyond 

the subject, not unlike Hawthorne’s relationship with his cold, distant Mother.   

Hawthorne corrects this unknowableness of the maternal human and nature, the “tout 

autre est tout autre,” as Derrida would say, by shifting nature from the blowing storm to the 

transcendent Eden.  Just after this storm passage, he has Priscilla, “while the blast was 

bellowing,” hear “with precisely the air of one who hears her own name spoken, at a 

distance, but is unutterably reluctant to obey the call” (NCE 33).  In a Lacanian sense, it is as 

if Priscilla has the ability to tap into the “beyond of the subject” to a certain extent, as she 

does throughout the novel in scenes of nature. Perhaps it is the “beyond” of nature—the 

“mystery of nature” with which she is associated, that she somehow discerns but can neither 

register consciously in her mind, nor convey through language.  Oikos “calls” her; “logos” 

will become Hawthorne’s rendering of Priscilla as the spirit of nature.  The following are 

examples of Priscilla’s embodying nature throughout the novel: “she kept budding and 

blossoming” (NCE 67); she is bedecked by Zenobia in May with “anemones, houstonias, 

columbines, violets, and cherry-tree blossoms,” a “very picture of New England spring . . . 

with a capacity of sunshine” (NCE 54-55). “[H]er wildness” is “most singular” to Zenobia 

who “could hardly keep her from scrambling up the trees like a squirrel” (NCE 55).  

Coverdale says on first seeing Priscilla, the town waif, “. . . she had reminded me of plants 

that one sometimes observes doing their best to vegetate among the bricks of an enclosed 

court, where there is scanty soil, and never any sunshine” (NCE 47).  “Priscilla’s love grew, 

and tended upward, and twined itself perseveringly around this unseen sister; as a grape-vine 

might strive to clamber out of a gloomy hollow among the rocks, and embrace a young tree, 

standing in the sunny warmth above” (NCE 171).  In her play in the fields Priscilla “seemed 
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to [Coverdale] like a butterfly at play in a flickering bit of sunshine, and mistaking it for a 

broad and eternal summer” (NCE 69).  She is also often seen by Coverdale pausing with 

“that unintelligible gesture, when she seemed to be listening to a distant voice” (70), 

evidence of her psychic nature, of her embodiment of oikos. “Hidden things were visible to 

her” (NCE 172).  It is in the oikoslogos or ecology of Priscilla and nature that Hawthorne will 

come to ally his “mystery of nature” with the gentle compassion of the “‘ethical component’” 

of the divine, yet closely allied with Zenobia in these passages, it is evident that Priscilla, 

transcendent nature, becomes physically fecund at Zenobia’s “earthy” nature’s—touch.  

Subtextually, Hawthorne implies that the “‘ethical’” private-sphere female is wan until she 

allies with the public-sphere woman, evincing a certain boredom with the private, which is 

substantiated by Hawthorne’s attraction to Grace Greenwood’s writing, and which 

deconstructs his overall theme of preferencing the private-sphere woman. 

The winter storm of Ch. V will recede and give way to bountiful nature in the novel, 

as the utopians ply the earth with seed and labor, Priscilla cavorts in flowers, and the 

Blithedalians frolic in the woods like Bachanalians of old.  Before fecundity, though, Chapter 

V ends by asserting maternal nature’s powerful agency and suggesting at the same time its 

destruction: “The evening wore on, and the outer solitude looked in upon us through the 

windows, gloomy, wild, and vague, like another state of existence . . . .” (NCE 35-36).  Later 

(NCE 35-36), when Coverdale sees “the storm is past . . . the snowy landscape looked like a 

lifeless copy of the world in marble . . . . How cold an Arcadia was this!” Here Hawthorne 

grants agency to female maternal nature, who “looked in upon” the inhabitants of the 

farmhouse, suggests the obliterative capabilities of the Lacanian void womb, reveals his  

memories of a “‘gloomy’” mother in her own “state of existence,” and foreshadows the 
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“marble image of a death agony” that will be Zenobia’s stricken visage in death.  Hawthorne 

returns to his overall theme: power in the female, whether it be nature or the public-sphere 

woman writer, a “‘Transcendental heifer,’” elicits from Hawthorne a corrective reverse 

penetration, and even death. 

 

Caves: Oberon’s “Hermitage” by the Sea 

Perhaps the best visualization of Hawthorne’s evolution from the powerful destructive 

maternal nature, “pressing” upon the human, to its gentler, nurturing, and transcendent  form, 

is the 1828 painting “Expulsion from the Garden of Eden” by Hawthorne contemporary and 

Hudson River School artist Thomas Cole.14  A cave splits the painting in two and acts as a 

portal from the left half, a dark scene of mountains, fiery volcano, rushing cataract and river, 

wind-swept trees, and Adam and Eve, mite-sized against the vast landscape, crossing a 

natural bridge over chasm and foaming river, leaving Eden.  Beyond the cave to the right, 

black storming sky has given way to a white-lit sky and tropical paradise with a still sea in 

the dim background.  Beams of light emanate from the cave to light Adam and Eve’s way 

into a terra incognito that fits Coverdale’s description of the snowstorm in Blithedale: 

“gloomy, wild, and vague, like another state of existence” (NCE 35-36). Hawthorne in 

Blithedale and in the sketch “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore” renders male protagonists who 

periodically retreat to caves or cave-like structures in nature, fleeing “the haunts of men” 

(“Foot-prints”) and “too constant labor” (Blithedale).  Hawthorne renders with cave 

penetration his corrective reversal of the rape of sons by maternal nature in his cycle of 

interpenetration of man and nature, son and mother, with sons incesting the maternal womb 

in what is both basistic and anabasistic, the latter typical of traditional western literature.  It is 
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basistic in that the male invades the womb, connects with the originary co-locus of the 

“‘orgiastic’” at the origins of all human nature—all of which Margaret Fuller could not begin 

to fathom in Hawthorne’s writing, which she said did not reveal the depth of human nature.  

Incesting the maternal, however, does not exactly play out as “‘orgiastic mystery’” or 

as son raping mother in two cave scenes in these works, until the end of Blithedale, when it 

does: Zenobia is sacrificed at the cave.  In “Foot-prints” and Blithedale’s cave scenes, save 

for the last in Blithedale, Hawthorne converts the cave from scene of horror to one of 

experiencing a Groszian “pleasurable symbiosis” with the maternal. These caves, this mother 

incesting, becomes the Edenic experience of transcendent, restorative nature.  The cave, in 

effect, shifts from being Zenobia-like (Lacanian “das Ding”) to Priscilla-like (gentle 

“‘ethical’” component of the divine).  Thus, the hidden in nature is, for Hawthorne, a journey 

that begins with carnal desire of the maternal for the son and wild natural origins and ends 

with a reciprocation by the son and a zenith of gentle nature, transcendence, and compassion.   

Hawthorne’s male protagonists display a fear that the “mystery of nature” is monstrous and 

entirely rapacious, but again and again Hawthorne will preference the female “‘ethical’” 

component of the divine in characters and in nature, and ultimately in human nature.   

Nature, in “her” finest, is the female “‘ethical’” component of the divine.  From “gloomy” 

terra incognito, his male narrators reverse direction and convert “‘orgiastic’” caves to Edens.  

  

 Both Oberon in “Foot-prints” and Coverdale in Blithedale find an Eden of 

subjectivity restoration in their caves, which both call “hermitage,” as they flee not only 

human society in general, but human eros in particular.  Oberon projects onto the stone cave 

on Salem beach birth imagery, as does Coverdale onto his mother womb in a tall white pine 
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tree.  They fantasize about human eros, which, unachieved, remains a mere oedipal dream.  

Coverdale more disturbingly conflates murderous death imagery, expanding the cave topos to 

one of both basistic and anabasistic import and revealing Hawthorne’s fear of the penetrative 

female.  Written so many years apart, they are, yet, strikingly similar—until the male leaves 

the cave.  Oberon’s cave supports a plethora of flora “clinging and twining shrubs” and 

“trees, that gripe the rock with their naked roots, and seem to struggle hard for footing and 

for soil enough to live upon” (NCE 567), which suggests Hawthorne’s dearth of mother 

nurturing. The following passage combines birth imagery, down to the mother’s blood:  

“. . . fir trees [and] oaks hang their heavy branches from above, and throw 
down acorns on the beach, and shed their withering foliage upon the waves.  
At this autumnal season, the precipice is decked with variegated splendor; 
trailing wreaths of scarlet flaunt from the summit downward; tufts of yellow 
flowering shrubs, and rose bushes, with their reddened leaves and glossy 
seed-berries, sprout from each crevice; at every glance I detect some new 
light or shade of beauty, all contrasting with the stern, grey rock. (NCE 567, 
emphasis mine)  
 

The “scarlet wreath” is suggestive of a vagina or cervix, and “acorns” and “glossy seed-

berries,” the fertilized egg.  The “rock” forming the walls of the cave uterus becomes again 

suggestive of a cold mother.  Within this cave/womb, Oberon drinks from a “cistern near the 

base” of the cliff, formed by the “rill of water” that “trickles down the cliff,” dines on 

biscuits “soaked in the water,” on “samphire, gathered from the beach,” and an apple.  

Oberon, fetus, is nourished within the womb, and not just by food and water, but by the very 

atmosphere of the cave, the “magic of this spot.”  He believes there are “ears to hear” him 

“and a soul to sympathize,” like some maternal presence. “Dreams haunt its precincts,” he 

says, like those of a fetus dreaming, afloat in amniotic fluid, and he imagines a fictional 

narrative of “two lovers’” “shadows” “mirrored in the tranquil water,” and says, “Here, 

should I will it, I can summon up a single shade, and be myself her lover” (267-68).  
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Consciously Oberon imagines human female eros; unconsciously, housed in a maternal 

womb space, his desire is Oedipal.  No penetrative cataract or storm, no Lacanian “das 

Ding,” the cave offers male/maternal “symbiosis” that is a Groszian “pleasurable” one. All at 

once, though, Oberon’s observing ego senses something amiss in his fantasy and rebukes 

himself: “Yes, dreamer,—but your lonely heart will be the colder for such fancies” (268).  

Human eros will ever be just beyond his grasp as long as he remains in the maternal womb. 

Continuing the birth imagery, Oberon suddenly becomes oddly feminized, building 

on early imagery in the sketch of gang rape. First, Oberon, still in the cave, exults at his 

rebirth as he “exercise[es his] oratory” and lets forth his “maiden speech,” a “triumphant” 

“shout” which “the cliffs reverberate” (268).  “Oh, what joy,” Oberon cries (268), “for a shy 

man to feel himself so solitary, that he may lift his voice to its highest pitch without hazard of 

a listener!”  As Oberon lets forth what might be called the cry of the newborn infant, though, 

he does so as a female; Hawthorne calls the shout Oberon’s “maiden speech”—feminized, as 

well, in having to hide from the world to let forth his cry.15 Earlier, Oberon has witnessed 

waves crashing upon the cave entrance, which signals rape.  The rape is no surprise, given 

the repeated penetrative female maternal imagery in his oeuvre, and for Hawthorne’s having 

possibly been sexually penetrated as a boy by a female or a male, or for his relating the 

Manning “‘secret’” of the seventeenth-century tri-sibling incest.  The passage continues,  

At intervals, the floor of the chasm is left nearly dry; but anon, at the outlet, 
two or three great waves are seen struggling to get in at once: two hit the 
walls athwart, while one rushes straight through, and all three thunder, as if 
with rage and triumph.  They heap the chasm with a snow-drift of foam and 
spray.  While watching this scene, I can never rid myself of the idea that a 
monster, endowed with life and fierce energy, is striving to burst his way 
through the narrow pass. (ALE 565, emphasis mine)  
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All the emphasized wording bespeaks violent gang rape, as the waves “hit,” “rush . . . 

through,” “thunder,” “rage,” with “fierce energy,” and “burst . . . through” in “triumph” at 

penetrating the “chasm’s” vaginal “narrow pass.”  Sexual release of “snow-drift of foam and 

spray” culminates the act, and, as ever, this raping sea is the female maternal force of nature 

that Coverdale in Blithedale will fear in “Zenobia’s Legend” is the “monster” truth of the 

“mystery” of nature, which in actuality is the unspeakable beauty instead, the conversion to 

Eden, which “Theodore” will never attain. Oberon, in “Foot-prints” goes on to inhabit the 

cave, reverse the direction of penetration to one of son-invading mother, convert mother to 

bliss, become born of it, and shout for joy—Eden somehow attained.  Signalling this Edenic 

rebirth, Oberon ends the sea-rape passage much as if he were an Adam, reversing the course 

of his journey, in Cole’s painting (ALE 565): “And what a contrast, to look through the 

stormy chasm, and catch a glimpse of the calm bright sea beyond!” Generally, except for 

Niagara penetrations of Oberon and storm penetrations of the Blithedale utopians, maternal 

nature rape of males for Hawthorne is that of nature-generative-cataclysmic processes eons 

ago.  By the sketch’s end, Oberon clambers out of the cave at sunset, gazes down at the 

empty space and finds it “a dismal place” and gazes down into the now “lonesome” and 

“dreary” “recess”—an echo of primordial-Lacanian-void-maternal nature.  To remain in the 

cave/womb is to risk engaging “das Ding” which is not the direction Hawthorne has his male 

protagonists pursue.     

         Hawthorne continues in the direction of anabasis.  Subjectivity restored, Oberon finds 

the courage to join the “nymphs”—young girls— and sailors dining down the beach.  The 

natural womb, for a time, is an Eden for Oberon.  Congruent with this transcendence has 

been Oberon’s remembering the “Past” in the cave and, friends gone, his growing 
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“melancholy,” and turning to the sea for answers.  Mimetic oikos occurs with the cadence of 

waves crashing upon the shore, and of its withdrawal back to the sea, in a dactylic foot, 

followed by an anapestic one: “No-thing   of all this” (ALE 568) in answer to the question, 

“Of what mysteries is it telling? Of sunken ships . . . of islands afar . . .?” The sea “tells” him 

to forego “mortal vicissitudes” and “let the infinite idea of eternity pervade his soul” (268).  

Reborn and out of the cave, he says he can now “walk among men kindly and as a brother, 

with affection and sympathy . . .”—a far different cast of mind than that of the Oberon 

seeking solitude at the sketch’s opening (ALE 269).  The gestative oikos interlude has 

enabled Oberon, within boundaries of rock, to restore his subjectivity, for he adds, “. . . yet I 

shall not melt into the indistinguishable mass of human kind.  I shall think my own thoughts, 

and feel my own emotions, and possess my individuality unviolated” (ALE 269-70, emphasis 

mine).  Through symbiosis with the “‘ethical’” component of the divine aspect of nature, 

Oberon regains Paradise and defeats the primordial, violent terra incognito without and 

within. 

 

Caves: Coverdale’s  “Hermitage” in the Woods 

Like Oberon, as Miles Coverdale of The Blithedale Romance regularly flees his fellow 

utopians for his “hermitage,” “a leafy cave, high . . . in a white-pine tree,” and thus the cave 

topos emerges again in a manner very reminiscent of Oberon’s.  The novel, which combines 

topics of the socialist utopian venture, mesmerism and its concomitant charlatanism, 

philanthropy, women’s rights, and “the mystery of nature,” integrates at its heart Coverdale’s 

penetration of a womb.  It is a retreat from the human realm to a place in ‘nature’ of solitude 

and “an inviolate self.”  For Coverdale, the woods flight becomes essential to self 
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preservation, for human eros—of Priscilla and Zenobia—has threatened him with subjective 

annihilation.  His is a corrective, as well, of the female maternal storm penetration in Ch. V.  

In the Chapter preceding “Coverdale’s Hermitage” (XII), “The Wood-Path” (XI), he says 

that he “lost the better part of [his] individuality” “[u]nless renewed by a yet farther 

withdrawal towards the inner circle of self-communion” (NCE 83). With this fear, Coverdale 

begins his retreats to “the deepest woods seclusion,” for the reason, as well, to “get the ache 

of too constant labor out of my bones, and to relieve my spirit of the irksomeness of a settled 

routine” (NCE 83).  Like Oberon’s flight from the onslaught of “society,” Coverdale not only 

retreats from tedium, but “walk[s] very swiftly, as if the heavy floodtide of social life were 

roaring [n.b., the same “roaring” of “Niagara” and of “Young Goodman Brown”] at [his] 

heels, and would outstrip and overwhelm [him], without all the better diligence in [his] 

escape” (NCE 83).  As he flees, he looks for a path that would “admit [him] into the 

innermost sanctuary of this green cathedral,” akin to finding human intimacy, “the long-

sought intimacy of a mysterious heart” (NCE 83).  The effeminate man penetrated by too 

much human society becomes the penetrator of the woods, and “innermost sanctuary” 

becomes sexual union with ‘nature,’ especially in the next chapter with womb penetration.  

In a reprisal of “Young Goodman Brown,” Hawthorne positions a devil character, the 

mesmerist pimp Westervelt, with walking stick with “a wooden head, carved in vivid 

imitation of that of a serpent” and “sham” “gold-band[ed] teeth,” who interrupts Coverdale’s 

woods “reflections” (NCE 86, 88).  Westervelt seeks Priscilla, once feeble, and now revived 

as nature sprite at Blithedale, whom he had featured as the “veiled lady” of the mesmerist 

performances in the town, a performance which Coverdale has just seen at the opening of the 

novel.  Protective of Priscilla, Coverdale fends off Westervelt, the capitalist commodifier of 



65 
 

woman/nature, and resigns himself to the part of a Greek “chorus,” “aloof” from “the 

possibility of personal concernment” with Zenobia, Priscilla and Hollingsworth, the 

egotistical social reformer.  A latter-day Oberon, he heads for a cave.    

  

 With this flight to the cave there is a sense that Coverdale, like Oberon, flees society 

not just because he feels “overwhelmed” in general, but because he can no longer bear the 

seamy underside of humankind.  Within his “hermitage,” made up of enmeshed grape vines 

that have “married the whole clump” from “three or four neighboring trees” into “an 

inextricable knot of polygamy” (NCE 92), Coverdale blends language of marriage, sexuality, 

and death.  Enmeshed with Zenobia, Priscilla, and Hollingsworth as he is, Coverdale does not 

have to stretch too deeply into his unconscious to come up with the word “polygamy,” the 

very thought of which, itself, might drive him to this cave.  The nuptial language turns sexual 

with the branches “yield[ing] [him] a passage and close[ing] again as if only a squirrel or a 

bird had passed” (NCE 91), an image of the narrow vaginal canal to the womb.   

There is no doubt of the womb function of the “hermitage,” as Coverdale continues: 

“A hollow chamber . . . had been formed by the decay of some of the pine-branches, which 

the vine had lovingly strangled with its embrace, burying them from the light of day in an 

aerial sepulcher” (92).  Priscilla has earlier been likened to a grape vine by Coverdale, one 

that emerges from a “gloomy hollow” in the rocks to “embrace a young tree” (NCE 171). 

Here Hawthorne interjects what Staten calls “thanato-erotic anxiety”—with a marriage, or 

human eros, will come the death of the love object—worse there is the sense of the death of 

the male’s subjectivity by a “lovingly strangl[ing]” vine.  Might this be the sense of female 

nature wreaking death upon the invading son, or of maternal “choking pap”?  Indeed, for 
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Coverdale continues, “It cost me but little ingenuity to enlarge the interior” (92).  Here a son 

sexually penetrates the vagina/womb and “enlarges” it.  At the conscious recognition of 

something stirring in this unconscious, something to do with maternal nature “strangling,” 

not just pine branches, but possibly the invading son, Hawthorne corrects the son rape of 

maternal nature.  He then shifts to an acceptance of human eros, suggesting Coverdale might 

“invite [his] bride up thither,” repeating the human erotic fantasies of Oberon in his cave.  

The conscious corrective is evident in the verb “should”: “I should have thought seriously of 

inviting my bride . . .” (92), so when Coverdale suggests he might enjoy a “cigar” in his 

“leafy” cave, there is the possibility of it representing the son phallus invading the womb.  It 

could also represent the husband’s phallus penetrating the “bride.”  The whole scene takes 

place in a womb though, and as much as Hawthorne might try to consciously correct the 

incest, it is pervasive in this passage.  And, as in Oberon’s sea-side cave, Coverdale says of 

his cave, “It symbolized my individuality, and aided me in keeping it inviolate” (92), 

confusing the “strangling” maternal with the nurturing, “pleasurably symbiotic” (Grosz) 

experience of the natural maternal and rendering the bower both “das Ding” and fully 

positively present, maternal All.   

Hawthorne cannot seem to decide.  In all, his focus on an “inviolate” subjectivity, the 

notion of stronger “spheres” invading weaker “spheres” comes to mind, referencing 

mesmerism, for Hawthorne, himself, wrote to his fiancée Sophia Peabody, from Brook Farm 

in 1841, warning her against submitting herself to a mesmerist: 

I am unwilling that a power should be exercised on thee, of which we know 
neither the origin nor the consequence . . . . Supposing that this power arises 
from the transfusion of one spirit into another, it seems to me that the 
sacredness of an individual is violated by it; there would be an intrusion into 
thy holy of holies—and the intruder would not be thy husband! . . . What so 
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miserable as to lose the soul’s true, though hidden knowledge and 
consciousness of heaven . . . ?16 (emphasis mine) 
 

Clearly Hawthorne while at Brook Farm had dangers to the “inviolate” self on the mind.  

Spiritual and sexual violation become conflated in the letter passage with “exercised on” 

reminiscent of the female primordial snowstorm in the novel “pressing on” the inhabitants of 

the farmhouse.  “Violated” and “intrusion” denote rape, of soul, and, by implication, of body 

and subjectivity.  “Holy of holies” is Sophia’s soul, as well, and vagina/womb, over which 

Hawthorne felt himself to be master.  He was particularly threatened by women of power 

having any control over Sophia, as he warned her in another letter to stay away from 

Margaret Fuller’s “‘conversation,’” or Boston salon, one evening.  He prefaced the warning 

with “‘Would that Miss Margaret Fuller would lose her tongue!—or my Dove her ears and so 

be left to her husband’s golden silence!’”  (CE 15: 551 qtd. in Kesterson 66).  Similarly 

Hawthorne feared the son-raping force of maternal nature in his sketch and novel.17 

Conflating domestic female with “‘ethical’” component of the divine, with soul and Edenic 

womb, as he seeks to protect Sophia’s soul cum heaven, Hawthorne evinces a surprisingly 

superstitious reaction to mesmerism, which emanates from what seems to be his own 

unconscious psychosexual history.  Caught up in his own eros for Sophia, Hawthorne fears 

the loss of subjectivity, for he perceives himself as one with Sophia—he is part of her “soul’s 

substance,” and she, his—, and “by surrendering thyself to the influence of the magnetic 

lady, thou surrenderest more than thine own moral and spiritual being” for “thou are now a 

part of me . . . .” (242 NCE).  It is as if Hawthorne engages in a kind of Statenesque 

“automourning,” fearful of harm to himself.   

As Coverdale muses on in his arboreal cave, there is a glimmer of homo-eroticism, as 

well, further confusing the object identity, as Coverdale laments his falling out with 
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Hollingsworth: so “there was no longer the man alive with whom I could think of sharing all” 

(NCE 92), or it is a lost chance of mutual male invasion of the maternal female.  Coverdale 

sits “alone” in his “hermitage,” “owl-like, yet not without liberal and hospitable thoughts,” 

on what follows, a birth image.  He imagines the delight of the Blithedale community on 

seeing him emerge from the woods “like an allegorical figure of rich October . . . with . . . 

some of the crushed [grapes] crimsoning my brow as with a blood-stain”—again Hawthorne 

positions a male narrator emerging from womb, covered in maternal blood.  The “mystery of 

nature,” once again, is an oikos, a oneness with ‘nature,’ with the female gestative process, or 

“‘orgiastic mystery,’” perhaps more “‘orgiastic’” than Oberon’s cave experience. 

But the cave birth is imaginary.  Unlike Oberon in “Foot-prints,” Coverdale is not 

restored by the cave womb, except to allow the breezes and scents to move through him, 

enabling him to compose verses.  In the end, he will become divorced from nature, living in 

his town apartment, unable to write poetry.  In the arboreal “hermitage,” the womb is 

penetrated by another male, who penetrates Coverdale, as well.  While Coverdale sits in the 

“hermitage,” rendering him, now one with the maternal, he is violated as he shifts into deeply 

cynical thoughts about Hollingsworth in the field, Priscilla in her room, and Zenobia in the 

forest below, meeting with Westervelt, the invader.  Coverdale says, “I suddenly found 

myself possessed by a mood of disbelief in the moral beauty or heroism, and a conviction of 

the folly of attempting to benefit the world” (NCE 94).  This had been preceded by a kind of 

maternal natural penetration of Coverdale: “The pleasant scent of the wood, evolved by the 

hot sun, stole up to my nostrils, as if I had been an idol in its niche.  Many trees mingled their 

fragrance into a thousand-fold odor” (NCE 94).  Coverdale has imagined himself a god of the 

forest in a vast ego-compensatory move, yet the “sensual influence” brings on the pessimism.  
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In the universe of the romance, Westervelt causes the opiate of the trees.  Coverdale hears 

below “a peculiar laugh,” which he “recognize[s] as chiefly due to this man’s influence, the 

skeptical and sneering view which, just now, had filled my mental vision in regard to all 

life’s better purposes” (NCE 94).  He continues, “And it was through his eyes, more than my 

own, that I was looking at Hollingsworth, with his glorious, if impracticable dream, and at 

the noble earthiness of Zenobia’s character, and even at Priscilla, whose impalpable grace lay 

so singularly between disease and beauty.  The essential charm of each had vanished” (NCE 

94). 

Westervelt, the man of “death-lands,” the commodifier of Priscilla, impinges upon 

Coverdale, for Coverdale says, “There are some spheres, the contact with which inevitably 

degrades the high, debases the pure, deforms the beautiful” (94, emphasis mine).  Westervelt 

is most decidedly male invader here, and Hawthorne locates him within the Virgillian 

pastoral tradition of the “encroachment” of American civilization upon the natural realm.  

Westervelt’s is “a mind of uncommon strength” whose “tone represented that of worldly 

society at large, where a cold skepticism smothers what it can of our spiritual aspirations, and 

makes the rest ridiculous” (94-95).  Coverdale, in the end, detests both himself and 

Westervelt “because a part of my own nature showed itself responsive to him” (95).  Here is 

the ambivalence within Hawthorne about technology invading the wilderness, his recoiling in 

horror at the shrill train whistle in the woods (qtd. in Marx 13-14) vs. his thrilling to his first 

ride on a train (Letter to Sophia, qtd. in Jones 16).  Here is the cynicism with which 

Hawthorne embues the novel, with all its humorous passages in which realist Farmer Foster 

chides the idealist Blithedalians for their ignorance of farming.  Those passages 

deconstructing the narrative, the novel becomes a satire of Brook Farm, not just a romantic 
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version of it.  It is this recognition that registers unconsciously, perhaps, for Hawthorne in 

this passage, of a participation in the woods invasion, penetration of the maternal ‘nature,’ 

concomitant with the various topoi throughout the works discussed in this Chapter, of 

expiation for, balancing, and reversing the maternal invaded.  Coverdale recognizes here that 

he is participant in the nation-growing imperative, in the commodifying and pimping of 

‘nature,’ participant in a growing cynicism that will end the socialist-communitarian dream, 

end even romaticism.  A youthful Hawthorne’s romantic idealist vision of rebirth in nature 

gives way to an older Hawthorne’s ecological pragmatism.  

 It is thus no surprise in the remainder of the Chapter, during the conversation between 

Westervelt and Zenobia about Priscilla, that Zenobia should utter a “helpless sort of moan,” 

for she is also a personification of female maternal nature.  Her “earthiness” is symbolized by 

the “hot-house flower . . . a flower of the tropics” that she wears in her hair, “such as 

appeared to have sprung passionately out of the soil, the very weeds of which would be 

fervid and spicy . . . .” (41-42).  She voices nature’s rape, the “wilderness” overwhelmed by 

the capitalist utilitarian “stripping” it “bare.”  “Nature had evidently created this floral gem, 

in a happy exuberance, for the one purpose of worthily adorning Zenobia’s head” (41-42), 

Coverdale gushes from his sick bed early in the novel, when, like an Ivan of The Brothers 

Karamazov, a kind of “brain fever” overtakes him, allowing him to, this once, effusively 

express his love.  Hawthorne utilizes the unreliable narrator here to render his own passion 

for a Grace Greenwood-esque female, perhaps, which he will, of course, reverse in time.  

“The spheres of our companions have, at such periods, a vastly greater influence upon our 

own, than when robust health gives us a repellant and self-defensive energy,” Coverdale 

remarks on reflection.  “Zenobia’s sphere . . . impressed itself powerfully on [as the storm 



71 
 

“presses” upon the farm house inhabitants in Ch. V] mine, and transformed me . . . into 

something like a mesmerical clairvoyant” (43).  Not a good thing, according to Hawthorne.  

The tragedy of the novel is that Coverdale can not return to that Dionysian state, plunge into 

eroticism, so consumed is he by “thanato-erotic anxiety.”  The failure to do so disconnects 

him from ‘nature,’ from oikos, and logos, as he will live out his days barren of creative 

powers. 

 

Caves: Zenobia’s Sacrifice at “Eliot’s Pulpit” 

The final cave scene in Blithedale returns to basis and to a fully impotent Coverdale, as 

Hawthorne continues the cycle of human/nature interpenetration, further “correcting” the 

maternal rape of sons with sons not only incesting maternal caves, but converting the cave 

from an Eden to the horrific Lacanian void.  Sons act out the sacrifice of a female 

representative of that overwhelming maternal nature—that female “trespasser” of the realm 

of masculine “‘absolute duty’”—, Zenobia.  At “a certain rock” known as “Eliot’s Pulpit” 

Hollingsworth, Zenobia, Priscilla, and Coverdale have sometimes gathered for 

Hollingsworth’s Sunday preachings, where John Eliot, the “apostle of the Indians,” “had 

preached . . . two centuries gone by” (NCE 110).  As Hawthorne prefaces the chapter (XIV), 

Oberon soon sounds a note of regret that an even more ancient natural realm has been 

invaded, destroyed, and replaced: “The old pine-forest, through which the Apostle’s voice 

was wont to sound, had fallen, an immemorial time ago” yet prefers the newer forest:  

But the soil, being of the rudest and most broken surface, had apparently 
never been brought under tillage; other growths, maple, and beech, and birch, 
had succeeded to the primeval trees; so that it was still as wild a tract of 
woodland as the great-great-great-great grandson of one of Eliot’s Indians . . . 
could have desired . . . . These after-growths, indeed, lost the stately solemnity 
of the original forest.  If left in due neglect, however, they run into an 
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entanglement of softer wildness, among the rustling leaves of which the sun 
can scatter cheerfulness, as it never could among the dark-browed pines. 
(NCE 110, emphasis mine) 
 

First of all, Hawthorne was mistaken in thinking there had been what he calls a dark 

“primeval” forest in Massachusetts before colonials moved in, according to ecological 

historian William Cronon (25).  Most likely he was projecting his youthful experience of the 

Maine woods, extremely dense and dark, onto his own region for purposes of his imaginative 

and environmental project.  The mistake fits Hawthorne’s system of both wild and “gloomy” 

and “stately solemn” maternal nature, ever a threat to the human, giving way, as males 

conquered it, to more controllable “softer [deciduous] wilderness.”  There is the sense in 

“stately solemn” woods of Hawthorne’s mother, which validates the continuing sense of 

maternal nature in Hawthorne’s works, the psychosexual ever being allied so closely with his 

environmental subtexts.   

The rock forms a cave: “At the base of the pulpit, the broken boulders inclined 

towards each other, so as to form a shallow cave, within which our little party had sometimes 

found protection from a summer shower” (NCE 110), but is it Edenic or basistic?  It is at first 

the former and converts to the latter, reversing the movement of cave meanings in both 

Oberon’s cave and Coverdale’s arboreal bower.  Coverdale’s erotic wishes of bringing a 

“bride” or Hollingsworth into his leafy “hermitage” are here realized, with both women 

whom he desires, however repressed the desire, and the man he regrets not being able to 

“share all” within the “hermitage” present in this cave for congenial gatherings.  “‘Orgiastic 

mystery’” is then at a deeply psychological level realized.  The cave at “Eliot’s Pulpit” in the 

end becomes the refuge of a Coverdale who cannot stay Zenobia’s flight to her death, cannot 

sufficiently commit to her or prevent her own death at the hands of her love object, 
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Hollingsworth. Coverdale then retreats into the cave and “trembles,” signaling the Patočkan 

“‘mysterium tremendum,’” which signals the onset of the divine gaze upon the subject and 

the sacrifice. Hollingsworth condemns Zenobia at the rock for her luring Priscilla back to 

Westervelt to retain Hollingsworth for herself.  This condemnation amounts to a kind of 

sacrifice.  “‘Absolute duty’” for Hollingsworth, beyond social reform, having been to rescue 

Priscilla from Westervelt at the scene of a mesmerist spectacle in the town, he seems to feel 

called, like a Puritan minister of old, to rain down judgment upon Zenobia, to cast her out of 

the fold.  Hawthorne sounds an ecological note: for colluding with the capitalist commodifier 

of nature, Westervelt, Zenobia, “earthy” nature, will be sacrificed, as is the female maternal 

nature at the hands of American capitalist development. Priscilla’s presence at Eliot’s Pulpit, 

at the site of sacrifice, becomes, as in the tales RMB, TGB, and YGB, the “‘ethical’” 

component of the divine, which males at the scene, yet again, cannot discern, or will not 

acknowledge, vanquishing all hope of “‘ethical,’” forgiveness of Zenobia.   

Coverdale, it would seem, might be able to transcend sacrificial violence, to save 

Zenobia, but Hawthorne, true to his gender system, to the powerful domesticizing influences 

in his life and time, and his, for the most part, preferencing of the “‘ethical’” female, 

cannot—or will not—configure such a man.  What follows is an in-depth look at this final 

cave scene, for it represents the core of Hawthorne’s conflation of gender with 

environmentalism, the beating heart laid bare of his gender ambivalence.  As Zenobia 

“leaned her forehead against the rock, shaken with that tearless agony,” Coverdale, watching 

from the woods, feels a strangely similar sensation, “the self-same pang” flying from 

Zenobia to his “own” “heart-strings” (NCE 205).  Here he is both “pressed on” (as the storm 

does such in Ch. V) by the stronger “sphere” of Zenobia and equally wretched at losing his 
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other erotic object, Priscilla, to Hollingsworth, the repressed death emerging partially to 

consciousness.  Both Coverdale and Zenobia “die” in the Statenesque sense, in losing an 

erotic object, not having had the chance to remove their “soul’s substance” from the object.  

It follows that  Coverdale then feels himself “consecrated to the priesthood,” “called upon to 

minister to” Zenobia, yet, joining with Hollingsworth in condemning her.  He says in a 

following paragraph, “what could mortal do for her? Nothing!” It would be best if “Destiny” 

caused a rock to fall on her and kill her, he says (NCE 205) in a startling reprisal of 

Hawthorne’s Italian Journals note that it was “Providen[tial]” that Margaret Fuller drowned. 

Coverdale the “priest” at the “‘orgiastic mystery’” of human sacrifice, figuratively drives the 

knife into Zenobia with Hollingsworth, but calls it a mercy killing.  

Here is Hawthorne’s ambivalence about woman, for, having just called down a rock 

to kill Zenobia, Coverdale ostensibly tries to help her, saying (NCE 207), “Can I do you any 

service?”  This comes after she has already asked him to do her a service, to aid in her 

Statenesque “‘automourning,’” for she will soon give herself up to drowning, a Patočkan 

“‘gift of death’” in expiation, from Hawthorne’s point of view, for overstepping the bounds 

of womanhood and for betraying the “‘ethical’” female.  Zenobia cries to Coverdale, “. . . the 

whole universe, her own sex and ours, and Providence, or Destiny, to boot, make common 

cause against the woman who swerves one hair’s breadth out of the beaten track” (NCE 

206).18  Female gendering the “universe” with “her,” Hawthorne repeats the powerful 

maternal natural trope that he will “correct” with son rape of maternal nature, or, here, kill 

the embodiment of all powerful maternal nature.  Zenobia, in betraying Priscilla, recognizes 

that she has “swerve[ed]” off “the beaten track,” (and speaking for Hawthorne re. the 

“‘absolute duty’”-realm-treading woman) sees, as well, that in her feminist speeches in the 
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novel, her strength, her passion, her exotic beauty, she has veered from the asexual (or 

hidden sexual) domestic femininity of this time.  Zenobia’s “automourning” takes the form of 

first noting to Coverdale as he approaches that he will turn her tragedy into “a ballad,” then 

shifts to her asking him to write the ballad and dictating what he should write: “put your 

soul’s ache into it, and turn your sympathy to good account, as other poets do, and as poets 

must, unless they choose to give us glittering icicles instead of lines of fire” (NCE 206).  

Volcanic primordial maternal nature is rendered sterile, as “icicles,” by the maternal-nature-

condemning male. The “moral,” Zenobia says, must be that women are not steeled against 

the blows of “life,” and that there are consequences of a woman’s veering off the narrow path 

proscribed for her.  

Shifting in the moment to the proto-feminist stance, Hawthorne seems to disagree 

with this proscribed role for women, for Coverdale calls Zenobia’s “moral” “too stern.” In 

her wild raving, Zenobia denigrates Priscilla, Hollingsworth’s choice, as a “puny flower,” the 

powerful vast universe mocking the “gentle New England summer.”  Zenobia bids Coverdale 

tell Hollingsworth “he has murdered me” (NCE 208).  She cries that she is “sick to death of 

playing at philanthropy” (NCE 209), pronounces that “Poor womanhood . . . will be new 

matter for [her] course of lectures,” but later claims she will go to “a nunnery,” wear a “black 

veil,” and that “Lip of man will never touch [her] hand” (NCE 210).  It is as if Hawthorne 

sees that woman, taking on the masculine public sphere role, cannot help but succumb to the 

dictates of eros.  She has distracted males erotically in that sphere from their “‘absolute 

duty,’” and, herself, is thrown off the course of her own “‘absolute duty’” by her feminine—

weakness?—nature?—natural vine-like dependence on man?—more likely, earthy feminine 

sexuality.  Earthy sexuality is a liability according to Hawthorne’s editor Sophia and her 



76 
 

sister Elizabeth, scion of domesticity—according to Hawthorne himself, in his letter to 

Sophia condemning Grace Greenwood’s “‘naked,’” indecent ‘error’ of being a writer at all. 

All this affect works on Coverdale’s unconscious  causes him to sense Zenobia’s presence at 

the rock after she departs; her “haunting” the “spot,” colors his dream with “some tragical 

catastrophe” after he flings himself down upon the leaves at the base of the cave, a son 

fearing the loss of maternal nature, yet powerless to prevent it (NCE 210). Unlike an Oberon 

who flees the cave, restored, as the light grows dim, Coverdale, as the “sunshine withdrew up 

the tree-trunks” and “gray twilight made the wood obscure,” and “the pendant boughs 

became wet with chill autumnal dews” (NCE 210, emphasis mine), retreats.  His flight is 

both indicative of the son rape of the maternal and of a futile attempt to restore the wild 

exotic “fallen” maternal nature whose milk of “pendant” breasts he will lose (“wood” 

becoming “obscure”).  After the frenzied basis, as in YGB, cool, damp woods remain.  

Coverdale then senses after Zenobia leaves some “tragedy.”  

Edenic cave regressed to basistic one by the sacrifice, Coverdale feels terror as he 

senses the divine gaze—the universal, wild, maternal divine from within the “das Ding” 

void. “Starting from the ground,” he says, “I found the risen moon shining upon the rugged 

face of the rock, and myself all in a tremble” (NCE 210).  Once again, Hawthorne has a 

character trembling, much as Oberon lying in bed trembles at the Falls and rapids’ 

penetrating vibrations, and as Dorcas trembles on hearing the shot that kills her son.  

Coverdale’s trembling in the cave at Eliot’s Pulpit accompanies the sacrifice of Zenobia, for 

he has sensed her impending death, has cowered from it in the cave.  Zenobia is the 

personification of ‘nature,’ of whom Coverdale says before going into the cave, “Never did 

her beauty shine out more lustrously, than in the last glimpse that I had of her . . . . She . . . 
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was soon hidden in the trees” (NCE 210).  In all her soliloquizing, in all her stunning beauty, 

Zenobia has impacted Coverdale much as Niagara Falls impacts Oberon.  Her impact is also 

like that of Grace Greenwood, the “naked” “[in]decen[t]” writer, on Hawthorne.  So likened 

to ‘nature’ in both a “hothouse flower” and “earth[y]” manner, and now seeming to merge 

with the trees, she has, as personified maternal nature and, with all her passionate 

performance, penetrated Coverdale, in a psychosexual way.  Her “sphere” has entered his 

“holy of holies,” just as in Ch. VI Coverdale, suffering from his brain fever, says, her “sphere 

. . . impressed itself powerfully on mine, and transformed me” (NCE 43).  He speaks of “the 

strong impression of the foregoing scene,” of being “affected with a fantasy.” He “seemed to 

feel her eyes upon” him; thus, Coverdale “had no heart to leave [his] comfortless lair, 

beneath the rock” (NCE 210).  Cowering and trembling under a gaze that amounts to the 

divine/’nature,’ Coverdale thus elevates Zenobia to that status of natural divine. 

Yet the “pressing” of the powerful woman’s “sphere” on Coverdale is exactly what 

he wants.  Zenobia gone, he lingers in her substitute, the maternal womb/cave, but, sensing 

Zenobia’s suicidal drowning, and the sunlight having left, Coverdale finds the womb 

“comfortless.”  The substitute for “das Ding” is gone, and he is left with the overwhelming 

sense of the “void.”  The beyond of the self, the “‘particularization’” that is beyond all 

empirical life, beyond imagination and language, becomes, in essence oikos, Lyotard’s 

hidden in nature.  For Derrida, as he interprets Patočka, this void is the divine or the “‘unseen 

other,’” and it is the sense of being viewed by the “‘other’” that causes the “‘mysterium 

tremendum’” for Coverdale, the trembling at the vast imbalance of “‘other’” and self.  

Coverdale has sensed Zenobia’s death, her not only personifying ‘nature,’ but becoming one 

with it, and thus he senses her “eyes” still “upon” him; they are the gaze of the “‘other.’”  Or, 
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as Lacan says, “‘every other (one) [including every erotic “‘object’”] is every (bit) other” 

(“toute autre est tout autre” qtd. in Derrida 87).  Hawthorne, in anticipatory answer to 

Derrida’s question of what happens to the female at the sacrifice site, has positioned 

Hollingsworth and Coverdale as Abrahams.  They demonstrate loyalty to “‘absolute duty’”—

despite Priscilla’s “‘ethical’” presence—to maintain the boundaries of gender at a time when 

women were both breaking down and constructing those boundaries. Zenobia’s destruction 

signals within Hawthorne’s environmental agenda, as well, the erosion of U.S. wilderness, an 

exocitism, beauty, and splendor, the destruction of which Hawthorne was both participant 

and mourner.  

True to his ambivalence about the strong female, Hawthorne ends Blithedale with 

Coverdale’s lament, as an aging bachelor in his rooms (NCE 228), that he “was in love—

with—Priscilla!” In the end of so many of his works he preferences the “‘ethical’” female, 

often etherealizing her—what better to defray the threat of a “sphere” “pressing” upon him 

that he cannot control?  Hester Prynn in The Scarlet Letter blends into the mellowing Puritan 

community, an “angel,” in the end, as does Catharine in TGB, the once fiery Quaker 

preacher—not so much an “angel,” but a broken mother, for having abandoned the 

“‘ethical’” role of mothering her son.  The usual movement from basis to anabasis in “Foot-

prints” and Blithedale produces a “violated” male reborn, “shout[ing]” from within the 

womb.  Hawthorne had grown cynical from his younger sketch-writing self as he writes 

Blithedale; whereas, Oberon leaves the cave to join human company, Coverdale, is raped, 

figuratively, by the land death man, Westervelt, while in the “hermitage” in the woods.  

Hawthorne has traveled along the new Erie Canal and witnessed the drained and rotting 

forest.  He has written of trees “trembling” in the forest in fear of the human “axe” (RMB). 
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He has created a lovely girl poisoned by her mad scientist father (“Rappaccini’s Daughter”).  

Whereas anabasis turns back to basis at “Eliot’s Pulpit,” to remove the feminist from the 

world of failed utopia, the novel ends with anabasis restored yet unattentive, an ethereal 

“‘ethical’” female, embodiment of New England summer, of transcendent nature, 

preferenced.  Hawthorne ends the novel, however, with a stern warning to Americans who 

would not “kiss” transcendent nature “through the veil,” that it will “vanish forever,” along 

with material wild nature. 

There remains, for Hawthorne, an equal sadness at the death of the feminist woman, 

either real or fictional.  There lingers a “soul’s ache” in the reader for the dead magnificent 

Zenobia, for the lonely Coverdale who would save her, but could not, who would become 

one with Nature but could not.  There is, as Kesterson has pointed out, not only a note of 

“censure” but one of “empathy” (72) in Hawthorne’s Italian Notebooks passage that Fuller’s 

death was “‘Providen[tial],’” for he felt that she had lowered her great intellectual self in her 

marriage to Ossoli.  “‘Poor Margaret,’” he says, “‘she could bear anything than to be 

ridiculous’” (qtd. in 72).  And poor Zenobia; she allowed eros to trick her into betraying 

nature, to allying with the commodification of nature.  She was too beautiful, too bright, too 

sexual for the women of Hawthorne’s life.  In the end, Hawthorne left a Zenobia who was 

too complicated and too threatening, like “vast, undefined space.”19  

 

The following chapter will trace origins of Hawthorne’s environmental project of 

sacrifice in the woods in Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s novel, Hope Leslie.  Sharing a Puritan 

heritage, both bore as well a legacy of both pride and shame for the violence enacted upon 

non-Puritans—and the landscape.  Sedgwick modeled not only violence, but a cosmic system 
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in which Descartian void spaces of wilderness that can penetrate the human would give way 

to gentler forms, as her Pequot characters speak as the very voice of a spiritual nature, and as 

young Hope Leslie engages wild spaces.  Nature’s very “holy mystery” is explored by 

Sedgwick, laying the ground work for Hawthorne’s obsession with it.   In Sedgwick’s 

narrative Hawthorne would find as well the very power of the female at the sacrifice scene to 

end the violence.  He could or would not take that step in his fiction, only, to his credit 

though, placing the “‘ethical female’” at sacrifice scenes, as if to say that the very volume of 

masculine violence against man and against nature was too great in colonial days to be 

stopped by anyone.  Sedgwick’s is a vision of what could have been. 
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college studies, “Why was I not a girl that I might have been pinned all my life to my 
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Mother’s apron.” (sic), Rpt. in Joel Meyerson, ed. Selected Letters of Nathaniel Hawthorne,” 
(Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State Univ. Press, 2001) 27.   

 
9 From Nathaniel Hawthorne, Love Letters of Nathaniel Hawthorne, (Chicago: 

Dofobs Society, 1907).  
 
10 Kesterson takes the Fuller review quote from Fuller, “American Literature: Its 

Possibilities in the Present Time, and Prospects for the Future.” Papers on Literature and 
Art. (New York: Niley and Putman, 1946) 2: 122-43. Rpt.,  Joel Meyerson. Margaret Fuller: 
Essays on American Life and Letters, (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1978) 381-400. 

 
11 Hawthorne writes of his fears about Sophia’s mesmerist, Cornelia Park, when the 

Peabodys moved to Boston. Eds. Seymour Gross and Rosalie Murphy Baum, “Hawthorne’s 
Attitude Toward Mesmerism,” Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance, (New York: 
Norton Critical Edition, 1978) 243 n 3.   

 
12 “The eternal silence of infinite space terrifies me,” Blaise Pascal, Harcourt Brown, 

“Pascal philosophie,” SVEC 55 (1969) 309-20.  
 

  
13 Michael Jones in devotes a chapter to Blithedale, summarizes critical dualistic 

interpretations of Zenobia and Priscilla, and adds his own, that Priscilla is the “spirit” of 
nature and Zenobia the “mechanical matter.” The Angel and the Machine: the Rational 
Psychology of Nathaniel Hawthorne, (Peru, IL: Sherwood Sugden, 1991) 175-87. Frederick 
C. Crews “sees a conflict between art and life.” “A New Reading of The Blithedale 
Romance,” American Literature  29 (1957) 150; Harry Levin, “‘a medieval debate between 
body and soul,’” The Power of Blackness (New York: Knopf, 1958) 90; and Richard Harter 
Fogle, “a conflict between materialism and idealism,” Hawthorne’s Fiction: The Light and 
the Dark (Norman, OK: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 1964) 189.   

 
14 There are references to Thomas Cole’s painting and engravings in Hawthorne’s 

American Travel Sketches by editors Alfred Weber, Beth L. Lueck, and Dennis Berthold that 
largely establish the connection as Cole’s engravings’ illustrating some of the travel literature 
which Hawthorne most likely read to plan and execute his New England/New York tour of 
1832. See also Kelly Flynn, “Nathaniel Hawthorne Had a Farm: Artists Laborers and 
Landscapes in The Blithedale Romance,” Reading the Earth, New Directions in the Study of 
Literature and the Environment. Eds. Michael Branch, et al, (Moscow, Idaho: Univ. of Idaho 
Press, 1988) 145-54.   

 
15 See note 8.  
 
16 Cited in the Norton Critical Edition of The Blithedale Romance, (New York: 1978) 

242. Hawthorne’s letter to fiancée Sophia Peabody from Brook Farm, October 18, 1841, 
Love Letters of Nathaniel Hawthorne, (Chicago: The Dofobs Society, 1907).  
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17 Another possible source of Hawthorne’s discomfort with feminine power was the 

alleged abuse by his grandmother and aunt, of which he writes, from Raymond, Maine, in 
1820 to his Mother in Salem, Mass., (see note 8): “Aunt Mary is continually scolding me 
[Mary Manning, his maternal aunt]. Grandmaam hardly ever speaks a pleasant word to me. 
[Miriam Lord Manning].” Meyerson,  27-28.  

 
18 In Zenobia’s desperation, Hawthorne renders Margaret Fuller’s call in Woman in 

the Nineteenth-Century: “We would have every arbitrary barrier thrown down.  We would 
have every path laid open to woman as freely as to man” invalidated or rife with “barrier[s].”  
Fuller’s claim that “the divine energy would pervade nature to a degree unknown in the 
history of former ages, and that no discordant collision, but a ravishing harmony of the 
spheres would ensue” is turned into nightmare as Zenobia attests in this scene.  Hawthorne 
may be drawing ironically upon Fuller’s epigraph to Woman, Shakespeare’s “‘Frailty thy 
name is woman’” (Hamlet) to reflect that Zenobia’s downfall, her ‘sacrifice’ by 
Hollingsworth, comes as a result of her having betrayed Priscilla.  Such “frailty” dooms the 
feminist enterprise, he seems to say.   Fuller, herself, goes on to say, “The lot of woman is 
sad.  She is constituted to expect and need a happiness that cannot exist on earth.” Fuller, 
Woman in the Nineteenth Century and Other Writings, Ed. Donna Dickenson, (Oxford/New 
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1994) 20, 105. Hawthorne may have had this in mind in creating 
Zenobia’s claim that “the universe . . . make[s] common cause against the woman who 
swerves one hair’s breadth out of the beaten track.” Hawthorne, The Blithedale Romance, 
(New York/London: Norton Critical Edition, 1978) 206.  

   
19 Hawthorne’s rendering male terror of the female anticipates Simon de Beauvoir’s 

argument in The Second Sex that the maternal female represents to the male, who seeks 
transcendence, all that is earthly, immanent, and death bound.  Hawthorne, from the de 
Beauvoir perspective, remained caught up in the conceptualizing of the female 
mythologically, unable to recognize her subjectivity.  This would help to explain Coverdale’s 
inability to pursue Zenobia. (New York: Knopf Doubleday, 1990).  



84 
 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 3 

OF STORM, RIVER, ROCK—AND HERB: 
HAWTHORNE AND THE SCHOOL OF CATHARINE MARIA SEDGWICK 

 

“I listened to the mighty sound that rose from the forest depths of the abyss, like the roar of the distant ocean . . . 
and to the gentler voices of nature, borne on the invisible waves of air . . . .” 

                                                                                                          —Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Hope Leslie 
 
“Cautiously, Hawthorne advances the notion that if society is to be changed for the better, such change will be 
initiated by women . . . .”    

                                                                              —Nina Baym, “Again, and Again, the ‘Scribbling Women’” 
 
Conflating an environmental agenda with a gender position that veers from protofeminism to 

outright condemnation of the public sphere female,1 Hawthorne, as demonstrated in the 

previous chapter, reveals a gender ambivalence that derives from his guilt at participating in 

“encroaching” upon the American wilderness that is one with his delight at taking part in 

such ventures.2  Guilt wins out, at an unconscious level, as Hawthorne configures ever-

cycling topoi of sons raping maternal nature and invading caves for both “‘orgiastic’” revelry 

and subjective restoration, and of maternal-nature penetrating sons—and daughters—in the 

form of storm.  In a departure from the tales and sketches outlined in Chapter 1, in the 

basistic imperative of The Blithedale Romance (1852) and in the sketch “Foot-prints on the 

Sea-shore” (1838), no sons are killed in expiation for maternal nature rape.  Feeling 

“violated” by human society, Hawthorne’s male narrator protagonists Oberon and Coverdale 

seek retreat in the bosom—or womb—of nature, wherein they fantasize about human eros, 

and from which they emerge bloodied and shouting like a newborn babe, or sporting a 
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harvest wreath, a Dionysius of the wood.  The womb vacated becomes a Lacanian void, 

suggesting a relationship between Hawthorne’s nature project and his distant Mother. 

By the writing of Blithedale, though, Hawthorne turns womb-erotic fantasies into 

imagery of Statenesque “thanato-erotic anxiety,” which is made manifest, along with death of 

the erotic subject, by the novel’s end.  A public-sphere woman who also embodies “earthy 

nature,” must die, for Hawthorne, despite all his feminist sympathies, cannot envision 

success of the public-sphere woman, whose very presence in the traditionally male realm of 

enterprise confuses boundaries of male competitors with female objects of desire.  In a time 

of nationalist expansion and the concomitant rapid destruction of the American wilderness, 

Hawthorne comes to render a woman in the way of the axe, both literal and figurative, fallen.  

He conflates violence against nature with a basistic action of “‘orgiastic mystery’” that he 

ever seeks to correct with anabasistic transcendence and preferencing of the “‘ethical’” 

female—the closest approximation of oikos, or “the mystery of nature.”  Her presence, alone, 

suggests the possibility of staying sacrifice, to which the fictional males at scenes of sacrifice 

remain ever blind.  Ultimately, Hawthorne lays bare a basistic “body of death,” both female 

nature and female human, that, for all his narrator’s movements toward transcendence, forces 

the reader to confront the plight of the gender-boundary-crossing female and of nature 

devastated.  

 In Chapters 1 and 2, I have brought to bear upon Hawthorne’s eco-sacrificial fictions 

the theory of Jan Patočka and Lacan (via Derrida in his The Gift of Death), and Henry Staten 

(Eros in Mourning) for their illumination of elements of basis and anabasis, of “‘orgiastic 

mystery,’” and of foregrounding the body of death in the sketches, tales, and novel.  In this 

Chapter, I turn to environmental philosopher Debora Slicer’s critique of standpoint theory 
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and to ecocritics Greta Gaard and Patrick Murphy’s delineation of ecofeminist theory to 

ground the discussion of nature writing.   

 

Foregrounding of the body of death, or at least a grossly disfigured body, takes place 

in a precursor text to those of Hawthorne, Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s historical novel of 

Puritans and Pequots, Hope Leslie (1827).  Reaching across the “mob of damned scribbling 

women”-gender divide to join Hawthorne with a female nineteenth-century American author, 

this chapter suggests an entirely new way to envision Hawthorne and Sedgwick.  My purpose 

in doing so is not to determine the breadth of Hawthorne’s influence on women writers who 

followed him or to examine the formative effects of writer/editor women family members 

and friends, as Idol and Ponder have done.3  It is to locate origins of Hawthorne’s forest 

sacrifices and their concomitant gender discourses, to establish eco-dialectics among the 

works of both authors, and to determine corollary psycho-sexual subtexts in both.   

There was much to be gleaned from Sedgwick’s earlier work, which Hawthorne 

seems to have acknowledged in calling her “‘our most truthful novelist’” (Foster 137 qtd. in 

Karcher, “Introduction” x).  He “carefully read Sedgwick” (Karcher, “Literary History” 12).  

Evidence of a mother text emerges in parallel fictional natural settings in Hawthorne’s The 

Blithedale Romance, the tales “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” (RMB), and “The Gentle Boy” 

(TGB), and in Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie, such as the nature topoi: storm, 

rock, and river, which constitute loci of environmental intertextuality.4  Characterizations 

based on interactions with nature and narratives focalizing nature, its processes, and 

destruction, reveal strikingly similar environmental approaches.  An additional nature topos 
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in Sedgwick’s novel, herb, however, points to difference in Sedgwick’s ecological project 

from that of Hawthorne.  

 

Thesis 

The maternal figures as a key common component in the environmental writing of Sedgwick 

and Hawthorne.  Their lack of a fully present mother made them more sensitive to perceiving 

disturbances to nature, female-gendered as the maternal. Sedgwick’s Puritan mother Pamela 

went insane from either “a constitutional tendency” (Sedgwick, The Power 60) or due to long 

absences of her husband Theodore while working for the federal government in Philadelphia.  

Hawthorne’s mother was “isolated from the world” (Miller 32-33). Whereas Hawthorne 

would ever preference the “‘ethical female’” embodiment of that component of the divine, he 

could find no place for a sexual, public-sphere (realm of masculine “‘absolute duty’”) female 

in his system, for such a woman embodying nature, the maternal, became a nightmare.  

Sedgwick, on the other hand, infuses Hope Leslie with an all-loving maternal spirit of nature, 

one with the spirits of no less than seven dead mothers in the novel, and one which protects 

the white protagonist brother and sister.  The longing for the absent, damaged mother in 

Hawthorne and Sedgwick that becomes projected onto a damaged wilderness, fictionalized 

oedipally for Hawthorne, is also mirrored in Sedgwick as a longing for an all-too absent 

father, and fictionalized as an Elektra Complex in Hope Leslie.  Sedgwick thus lays the 

groundwork for Hawthorne’s environmental agenda and succeeds in a protofeminist 

argument, both within a white patriarchal order and deconstructive of it; whereas, 

Hawthorne, though sympathetic to the strong female, cannot.  
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In essence, this Sedgwick and Hawthorne environmental analysis builds on three key 

points: 1) the human-nature balance of power; 2) the role of the female, in general and at the 

sacrifice scene; and, 3) elucidations of “the mystery of nature,” or oikos.  A final point, as 

well, would be the art language (logos) in which they render oikos, thus redefining (3) as 

their ecology (Lyotardian oikoslogos).  Logos often speaks in the many textual portrayals and 

meanings of nature, of the many conflations of the maternal or paternal with nature.   

In terms of the human-nature balance of power, rendered psychosexually, violence 

and sacrifice proliferate in Hope Leslie, anticipatory of the contemporary ecofeminist 

position, outlined by Gaard and Murphy.  They collocate destruction of nature with the 

patriarchal, globalizing, capitalist imperative that clears both nature and indigenous peoples 

from its path, obliterating a way of life in relation to nature that is more beneficial to the 

vitality of the natives, and, in general, to humankind (2).  Hawthorne’s cyclic human/nature 

interpenetrations develop further Sedgwick’s historical account of nature/human destruction 

that includes male-penetrating, powerful maternal nature, which, in turn, is penetrated by 

male empire builders. Hawthorne though “cast[s] certain circumstances [of history] into the 

shade,” suggesting no resolution.5  Sedgwick, on the other hand, offers the possibility, post 

hoc, of colonials living congruently with nature, which she conflates with Native Americans.  

She also suggests a more environmentally tolerant course of action for her own time, when 

controversy over Indian removals flared.  Both found ways in their writing of compensating 

for mother absence. Hawthorne fashions male protagonist narrators returning to cave-wombs, 

and Sedgwick both strengthens her female protagonist and imagines a transcendent, all 

powerful, protective mother spirit, as Hope Leslie cries, in moments of duress, “‘Oh, my 

mother! If ever thy presence is permitted to me, be with me now!’” (PCE I: 177).    
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In terms of the role of the female, in general and at the sacrifice scene, Sedgwick 

creates an “‘ethical’” woman who can stay sacrifice of the wilderness-invading son, a theme 

which Hawthorne turns into sacrificer males being incapable of seeing that possibility.  

Whereas Hawthorne goes so far as to kill such sons in expiation, Sedgwick accepts the 

destruction of the wilderness and its peoples as “inevitable.” She does so either to further a 

conservative white agenda (Baym, Women Writers . . . 1790-1860, and Fetterly), or to reflect 

the historical reality of Indian wars and removals two hundred years before and in her own 

time.  What is more, Sedgwick’s  “‘ethical’” woman at the sacrifice scene later takes on the 

role of the “‘absolute duty’” male, Pequot Magawisca siding with her father Mononotto’s 

agenda of vengeance against Puritans.  Though she is maimed at the sacrifice scene, unlike 

Hawthorne’s treatment of such a female, she is not killed outright.  She leaves white New 

England.  Both Sedgwick and Hawthorne provide rhetorical space for Magawisca and 

Zenobia to voice their positions, though Sedgwick lends more of an air of dignity to 

Magawisca, Hawthorne, a tone of ranting desperation to Zenobia.  One senses a 

Shakespearean “exeunt” following Magawisca’s last departing speech; instead, for Zenobia, a 

massive hook from stage left ripping her from the scene.  In the end of both novels, both 

authors preference the “‘ethical’” female embodiment of the characteristics of domesticity, 

but Sedgwick’s mocking such a character (Esther Downing) throughout the novel affords a 

lingering echo of its deconstruction—a deconstruction which Hawthorne, in the end, 

eschews.  Sedgwick makes way for the emergence of a new woman, “headstrong,” “self-

confident,” and self-directed (Sedgwick in reference to Hope Leslie),6 shaped by, as I will 

explain below, her natural environment, the maternal spirit, and, a convergence with Native 

American “masculine” strength and “wild flavor.” 
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Such “convergence” with nature and its people speaks to the core of Sedgwick and 

Hawthorne’s inquiries in their fiction, “the mystery of nature,” or oikos, which they sought to 

render in art language (logos), the sum of both constructing their ecology (Lyotardian 

oikoslogos).  Sedgwick’s vision is less Lacanian void than Hawthorne’s and more 

transcendent spirit (one with the spirits of the seven dead mothers in the novel) that protects 

orphaned children, that is the “holy mystery of nature.”  Hawthorne’s maternal force of 

nature, on the other hand, is something unholy—much as the “Mother [who is] the first 

representative of ‘das Ding’—eternal emptiness . . .” (Staten 176-77).  “. . . he was in quest 

of a . . . mother . . . to find security in a cold universe” (Miller 36)—a human loving 

substitute for a “cold” void of a mother.  Sedgwick’s oikos is based in a profound 

compassion for her troubled mother, who in healthier times, she wrote, was most “generous” 

(The Power 58).   

 It is striking that both Sedgwick and Hawthorne, descendents of famous Puritans, 

suffered the lack of consistent mother presence in their lives.  Such an absence in children of 

colonial Europeans signals a similar trouble for protagonists in their texts, one which mirrors 

an absence of close connection with the natural world, a closeness that is present in 

indigenous societies.  The topos herb, for Sedgwick, represents a natural phenomenon 

through which Native American women constitute a female-privileged, congruent 

relationship to nature.  This phenomenon, a facet of nature’s “mystery,” to which Pequot 

women are privy, opens a gap in Sedgwick’s purported white patriarchal hegemonic position 

on Indians and reveals a space anticipative of ecofeminism in Hope Leslie.    

 

 



91 
 

Ecofeminism,  Sedgwick, and the Post-Structural Narrative 

Largely moving beyond the manifesto model of early ecocritics, as this project has 

done, in favor of a methodological approach that coheres with the larger body of literary 

critical perspectives, I will, nevertheless, lightly touch here upon eco-politics for a moment to 

inform this chapter’s argument in terms of nature and gender because Sedgwick’s novel 

correlates so closely the land, the female, colonialism, and resistance.  “Ecofeminism,” 

according to Gaard and Murphy, “. . . a . . . movement for social change arising out of the 

struggles of women to sustain themselves, their families, and their communities . . . wages 

[its] struggles against the ‘maldevelopment’ and environmental degradation caused by 

patriarchal societies, multinational corporations, and global capitalism” (2).  It is a 

“correlation of oppression of nature with that of humans, not only women” that 

“distinguishes the method from ecocriticism itself . . .” (4) and “is based on the recognition 

that these two forms of domination are bound up with class exploitation, racism, colonialism, 

and neocolonialism” (3).  As much a method as a literary genre unto itself, “. . . ecofeminism 

seeks to reweave new stories that acknowledge and value the biological and cultural diversity 

that sustains all life . . . . These new stories honor . . . women as subjects and makers of 

history” (2). That is, ecofeminist critics not only seek out contemporary literature by women, 

but count among their ranks female authors, themselves, who envision a new (or restored) 

world order.  What is most significant here is that as much as ecofeminism “seeks . . . new 

stories” it can be applied to old stories, despite Gaard and Murphy’s warnings against 

“anachronism.”7 This is especially true of Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie, which, 

in certain respects, could be read as challenging the patriarchy of seventeenth-century New 

England and envisioning a human-nature/Puritan-Pequod congruence that could have been.   
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Because Sedgwick’s novel is so focused on the female heroines who act again and 

again to disrupt the male, Puritan—and Pequot—orders, in so many moments in the novel, an 

ecofeminist reading of the novel seems apt.  Such moments are deconstructive of the 

conservative objective narrator; Hope, herself, releases two Pequot women from Puritan jail, 

one of whom is Magawisca, who, herself, prevents her father from killing young Everell 

Fletcher.  Hope Leslie, though, is not a straightforward account of oppressed marginalized 

females resisting the inroads of white global capitalism.8  Baym, as noted above, goes so far 

as to argue against Hope’s countering patriarchy, a prevailing claim by what Fetterly calls 

“first phase” “hagiographic” (79) recoverers of the novel.  Baym here figures as a “second 

phase” recoverer, offering “a critique that implicates . . . writers [such as Sedgwick] and their 

texts in a variety of nineteenth-century racist, classist, and imperialist projects” (Fetterly 79).  

Baym, in her extensive review of antebellum women historical writers, maintains, “. . . we 

have . . . seen [that] the record told a story they liked, one authorizing their performances as 

historians, a story wherein only Protestant Christianity accorded women their rightful place 

in society, and Protestant Christianity flourished only under the republican form of 

government they themselves enjoyed” (153). She offers textual evidence of a narrator 

extolling Puritan accomplishments and adds, “A critic of today therefore needs to think twice 

about ascribing revisionary motives to the antebellum women who wrote historical novels.  

In context, it looks as though the project of the American women who wrote historical novels 

was not to challenge received history but to show that historical fiction, like other forms of 

historical writing, was not an exclusively masculine genre” (153).  Hope Leslie “was chosen 

to stand for” a “trend,” Baym writes, that “curiously, was the cultural refinement of America, 

which preserved the good aspects of aristocracy” (155). Sedgwick’s autobiography confirms 
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Baym’s thesis; however, the novel stands on its own as a text that speaks outside of the 

author’s politics; its post-structural narrative form deconstructs the pro-Puritan hegemonic 

project in the novel, opening it to an ecofeminist discourse emphasizing diversity. 

Sedgwick’s multi-vocal narrative form, which alternates chapters, narrated by various 

individual characters writing letters to other characters with a third-person omniscient 

narrator is, indeed, nothing less than post-structural.  What Karcher calls a “first time,” for 

Sedgwick, “experiment[al] technique” that allows “her characters to speak for themselves 

and to share in narrating the story through interpolated letters” (xvii), evolved from the 18th-

century purely epistolary narrative form, such as that of American author Hannah Foster’s 

The Coquette.  Working against the omniscient, often conservative narrator, the characters’ 

voices, including those of Native Americans, offer antithetical narratives.  As the latter, 

Sedgwick in Hope Leslie “piece[s] together” as Jane Tompkins does in her post-structural 

essay “‘Indians,’ Textualism, Morality, and the Problem of History,” “the story of European-

Indian relations . . . believing this version up to a point, that version not at all, another almost 

entirely, according to what seems reasonable and plausible, given everything else that [she] 

know[s]” (Tompkins 662).  “She” here references both Sedgwick and Tompkins, who could 

well have taken her lead from Sedgwick who “pieces together” opposing ideological 

narrators in the novel, at one moment a Puritan extoller and another, a Puritan defiler, as well 

as a Catholic villain.   Sedgwick’s “multi-vocal” narrative affords, indeed, a protofeminist 

stance, a pro-Native American argument, and a proto-transcendental, nature-based 

spirituality that deconstructs the racist, chauvinistic Puritan perspective.  Sedgwick 

“ultimately repudiated her Puritan forebears’ bigotry . . .” though “her elite [Puritan] heritage 

continued to shape her view of American society, past and present” (Karcher xii).  It is in this 



94 
 

anticipatory post-structural approach to her subject that Sedgwick creates a novel that is, 

what Fetterly calls, “a single text whose contradictions, compromises, and complicities she 

thrusts upon us, exposed and raw” (97).  For every laudatory of Puritans narrative passage in 

the novel, there is another narrated by a Pequot, such as the following of Magawisca, 

recounting Pequot genocide: “‘Those fearful guns that we had never heard before  

. . . the piteous cries of the little children—the groans of our mothers, and, oh! worse—worse 

than all—the silence of those that could not speak . . .” (PCE I: 50).  Sedgwick’s narrator, 

now liberal, even speaks to the advantage of the multiple perspectives on a genocide only 

rendered heretofore by Puritans:  

All the circumstances attending it were still fresh in men’s minds, and Everell 
had heard them detailed with the interest and particularity that belongs to 
recent adventures; but he had heard them in the language of the enemies and 
conquerors of the Pequods; and from Magawisca’s lips they took a new form 
and hue; she seemed to him, to embody nature’s best gifts, and her feelings to 
be the inspiration of heaven.  This new version of an old story reminded him 
of the man and the lion in the fable.  But here it was not merely changing 
sculptors to give the advantage to one or the other of the artist’s subjects; but 
it was putting the chisel into the hands of truth, and giving it to whom it 
belonged.” (PCE I: 55, emphasis mine)  
 

A “new version of an old story” becomes in Sedgwick’s hands a “truth” of slaughter, of 

suffering beyond understanding by the Pequots.   

Today’s reader “pieces together” all the disparate accounts of colonial New England 

history, leaning toward Magawisca’s “most plausible” stories, acknowledging, at the same 

time, Sedgwick’s narrative moments deferential to her Puritan ancestors, and grimacing at 

the Indians’ willing departure.  One appreciates Sedgwick’s daring narrative form that opens 

up so much space to the Native American voice, albeit via an 1820s white female author.  

Such open discourse is absent in Hawthorne’s mononarratives, wherein Indians only figure 

as ghosts.  He took, however, his cue from Sedgwick’s ennobling of Magawisca and disdain 
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for racist Puritans.  A Puritan bystander at Magawisca’s trial calls her a “‘Jezebel’” and 

remarks, “See, with what an air she comes among her betters, as if she were queen of us all’” 

(PCE II: 297).  Oberon ponders what lies beneath Salem’s Main Street in the eponymous tale 

(1844), considers past space and time when “. . . there amid the murmur of boughs, go the 

Indian queen and the Indian priest . . .” (ALE 1025). He continues, “. . . the gloom of the 

broad wilderness impends over them, and its somber mystery invests them as with something 

preternatural; and only momentary streaks of quivering sunlight, once in a great while, find 

their way down, and glimmer among the feathers in their dusky hair . . .” (1025).  

Substituting Sedgwick’s “queen” for the derogatory term squaw, and implying the “gloom” 

of the Puritan jouissant violence that ultimately “impend[ed] over” in the “wilderness,” 

Hawthorne condenses Sedgwick’s accounts of Indian slaughter in  the phrase “impends 

over.”  His is a reference to another Indian tribe, with a “queen” “seemingly a great 

matriarch” (Miller 266), whose husband sachem was Wappacowet.  Nevertheless, Hawthorne 

clearly shines a moment of “quivering sunlight” on Sedgwick’s Pequot history, told from the 

Pequot point of view, imagining a time before Puritan colonial invasion of both Indians and 

their natural realm.   

Moments, such as the following, in Sedgwick’s autobiography, despite its racism, its 

fears of Indian “terror” (50), and its WASP chauvinism, envision a diverse America in the 

making:  

[The] children [of the Irish] will melt into our population, in which there must 
be an amalgamation of various elements, the calculating, cold, intellectual 
Saxon, the metaphysical, patient German, the vivacious, imaginative, 
indefinite, changeful, uncertain Celt, the superstitious Northman, the fervent 
children of the South.  A strange compound must come out of this.  There is 
support for all living nature—the ‘finest of the wheat’ for the basis and sour 
and sweet, and spice and spirit—a ‘De’ils bro’ [devil’s brew] it will be—or 
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ambrosia for the gods, a perfecting and consummation of the species. (The 
Power 53) 
 

Though the Native Americans are the “heathen” to whom “good men and women of the land 

go forth to teach” (53), i.e., yet the marginalized other, in the same paragraph as the passage 

above, Sedgwick breaks new ground.  She departs from her Federalist xenophobic father, so 

much so, that she seems to rejoice in a “devilish” mix of European descendents, a hybrid 

America.     

Post-structural narratives in Hope Leslie that deconstruct one another open this 

argument now to a further elucidation of ecofeminism as a methodological way into the 

novel and a way beyond the historicist debates that surround it.  

‘Transform[ative of] the structure of power itself,’ ecofeminism is based not 
only on the recognition of connections between the exploitation of nature and 
the oppression of woman across patriarchal societies.  It is also based on the 
recognition that these two forms of domination are bound up with class 
exploitation, racism, colonialism, and neocolonialism.’ (Starhawk qtd. in 
Gaard and Murphy 3). 
 

Sedgwick’s creating a world in which Pequots tell their own story of “exploitation” and 

genocide at the hands of Puritans, in which Pequots and nature are conflated, in which 

women, both Pequot and white, are oppressed by white male colonials gives the novel entrée 

to the body of “stories” ecofeminists examine.  Despite her rebelliousness, Hope Leslie is 

moved about at the command of Governor John Winthrop; Magawisca and the old Indian 

woman Nelema are jailed; and Rosa’s very gender is hidden by Sir Philip Gardiner.  It is 

against a male hegemony that many of the females in the novel struggle.  “. . . modern 

feminist readers have responded powerfully to Magawisca and found the sisterly relations of 

Hope Leslie’s three heroines among the more attractive aspects of the novel” (Karcher 

xxxvii).  Anticipating ecofeminism as Sedgwick does in Hope Leslie, she seems to argue in 
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the novel for the primacy of a female-centered approach to resolving central historical/natural 

conflicts based on what seems to be woman’s natural closeness to female maternal nature.  It 

is precisely in this “alleged special relationship” that “women have some privileged insights 

into our environmental morass or at least sensibilities that are more respectful of nonhuman 

life” that elicits “condemn[ation] of ecofeminism itself, according to Slicer (49).  

Carefully exploring the arguments of various ecofeminists in terms of privileged 

“epistemological” relation to nature, based on a closer “standpoint” to nature, Slicer 

discounts many until she settles on one whose standpoint argument makes most sense.  She 

writes,     

Val Plumwood, an Australian philosopher with a long-standing history in  
environmental philosophy, says that ‘the argument that women have a 
different relation to nature need not rest on either reversal [idealization] or 
“essentialism,” the appeal to a quality of empathy or mysterious power shared 
by all women and inherent in women’s biology.  Such differences may instead 
be seen as due to women’s different social and historical position . . . . To the 
extent that women’s lives have been lived in ways which are less directly 
oppositional to nature than those of men, and have involved different, and less 
oppositional practices, qualities of care and kinds of selfhood, an ecological 
feminist position could and should privilege some of the experiences and 
practices of women over those of men as a source of change without being 
committed to any of naturalism.’ (35, qtd. in Slicer 53-54).  
 

Plumwood’s standpoint reasoning here might apply to Hawthorne’s environmental sacrifice 

system of killing nature-invading sons, but not women—until one enters the masculine 

realm.  Sedgwick, however, positions women, such as Martha Fletcher, who participate in 

wilderness-carving ventures.  She too has established their homestead, Bethel, and is as 

oppositional to nature as the males.  Plumwood’s standpoint position does not account for 

this historical female.  Slicer continues,  

Later she says that ‘because of [women’s] placement in the sphere of nature 
and exclusion from an oppositional culture, what women have to contribute to 
[breaking down dualistic culture] may be especially significant.  Their life-
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choices and historical positioning often compel a deeper discomfort with 
dualistic structures and foster a deeper questioning of dualized culture.’ (36-
37 qtd. in Slicer 54)  
 

Plumwood’s reasoning, while sound, overlooks far too much in terms of contemporary 

women’s relation to nature, as well: the many nature-invasive jobs they hold: engineering, 

space exploration, and farming, not to mention their wearing diamonds mined from the earth, 

being heated by coal cut from the earth, and driving cars fueled by oil drilled from the earth.  

Slicer calls Plumwood’s essay  “underdeveloped,” in its “accounts of standpoint” in terms of 

these questions:  

How is it that women have been excluded from oppositional culture?  What 
‘life choices’ compel a ‘deeper discomfort with dualistic structures and foster 
a deeper questioning’? How have women’s lives been ‘less directly 
oppositional to nature’?  What ‘qualities of care and kinds of selfhood’ 
privilege women’s experiences? What women is she talking about? (54)    
 

One might add this question: Have women’s lives always been “‘less directly oppositional to 

nature’”? The answer is no, as Slicer turns to a physicist and social critic from India, 

Vandana Shiva, to provide a more satisfactory standpoint argument.  Shiva writes of women 

in India, “rural village agriculturalists”—who have remained on farms while the men have 

gone to urban jobs—“the repositories of millennia of agricultural skills and knowledge” who 

are struggling to keep ancient agricultural methods alive (55), amidst the onslaught of 

capitalist globalization.  “It’s not that this is an essentialist argument,” Slicer writes,  

. . . the women Shiva privileges embody what she calls the ‘feminine 
principle,’ a nongendered, traditional principle of creative, life-giving power.  
These women do not essentially or exclusively embody this traditional Hindu 
force.  They are not essentially or exclusively ‘closer to nature than men.’  
Men may participate in the principle and colonized women may lose touch 
with it.  Shiva’s rural women have kept it alive as resisters and as 
agriculturalists, working cooperatively with the land to sustain ecological, 
including human, health. (55) 
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Shiva’s standpoint argument best suggests a reading of Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie that validates 

my argument that Sedgwick does, indeed, challenge the white patriarchal order.  This 

perspective of the human in nature is borne out in the first nature topos, herb. 

 

Herb 

In a manner similar to the rural Asian Indian women of Shiva’s Staying Alive, elder Native 

American women in Hope Leslie figure as “repositories of millennia of” herbal skills.  

Pequot Nelema, with the “repository of herbs” with which she has “filled a deer-skin pouch,” 

saves Hope’s tutor Craddock from death by snake bite.  She “make[s] him swallow the 

decoction and bathe[s] the wound an arm with the same liquor” (PCE I: 108).  A “millennia”-

old practice, the cure derives from “him [of her tribe] who first drew from the veins the 

poison of the king of all creeping things,” Nelema tells Hope Leslie.  “The tale was told by 

our fathers, and sung at our feasts . . .” (108).  In place of a Judeo-Christian dualized 

narrative of the snake as an evil creature, the embodiment of Satan, tempter of Edenic 

humans, Sedgwick offers a Native American unified perception of a poisonous snake: a 

snake is “delineated on [Nelema’s] naked shoulder . . . ‘the symbol of our tribe . . . a sign of 

honour, won by our race . . .’” (108).  “‘Foolish child!” Nelema reproaches Hope for her 

horror at the sign.  Foolish, indeed, is the dualized androcentric Western approach to nature, 

opposing the animistic indigenous tie to all nature through what Shiva calls the “‘feminine 

principle.’” The latter affords an herbal cure to the snake-bite, one garnered through a 

respectful relationship to the snake as a fellow component of nature’s web.  In similar fashion 

an old woman in the tepee where Magawisca is detained prior to Everell’s near sacrifice, 

drinks her home-made “medicinal” “liquor” that eases her aches.  “‘It is made,’” she tells 
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Magawisca, “‘of all the plants on which the spirit of sleep has breathed’” (I: 93).  The herbal 

brew puts the woman to sleep, and Magawisca uses it to sedate the Mohawk Indian guard, 

allowing her to escape and save Everell, figuring Native herbal medicine as a crucial 

component in her stopping the sacrifice.  

Evidence of some kind of Native American sympathy in Sedgwick lies in her ironic 

development of Nelema’s being watched during the cure by curmudgeon Puritan servant 

Jennet, of being accused by Jennet of witchcraft, and being thrown into jail, all for her having 

saved the life of Craddock, using an herbalist art foreign to the English colonials.  Hope’s 

releasing Nelema from jail stands as further evidence of Sedgwick’s partaking in the 

“resistance” to Puritan hegemonic history and to Indian removals of her own time. 

“Resistance” goes on by all the Native American women in the novel, well to the point of 

Magawisca’s rejecting white Christianity in the end and leaving.  Interaction with white 

colonials, war, genocide, enslavement, and attraction to Everell Fletcher, have had such an 

effect upon Magawisca that she no longer carries on the Pequot women’s work of symbiotic 

herbalism.  She uses the elder woman’s “liquor” to effect her plan for Everell, but she, 

herself, never concocts such a potion.  The violence against her people has disconnected her 

from the “‘feminine principle,’” unmoored her from an essential standpoint position in 

relation to her native wilderness.  Losing her arm to her father’s blade as he strikes at Everell 

and she interposes, leaves it a “lopped quivering member” that “drop[s] over the precipice” 

(97).  Magawisca’s castration image speaks not only of a disempowered Pequot nation, but of 

a woman cut off from a power to embrace nature’s secrets, much as the Indian men in 

Shiva’s Staying Alive are cut off from their agricultural heritage when they opt for jobs in 

towns.   
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A tenor of violence, beyond the world of manners, of romance, of quotidian colonial 

life, overwhelms in Hope Leslie, of “violent” tearing of “a nation from the . . . wilderness” 

and its people, as Slotkin would say,9 to “regenerate” the Puritan colonials (4).  Similarly, 

“Shiva’s Staying Alive,” Slicer writes, “is as local, detailed and concrete an account of 

violence against women and nature—of the fields, the forests, the water, the animals—and of 

resistance as any I know of” (56).  What is different in Hope Leslie is that race lines are not 

so clearly drawn; it is not just whites destroying Indian women and children; Indian men kill 

white women and children as part of the “resistance” against European incursions to their 

“millennia”-old way of life in nature.  Theirs is vengeance for their own people’s genocide at 

the hands of Europeans. This bears out the ecofeminist definition of Gaard and Murphy, that 

it is not just women, but humans oppressed that figure in with land oppressed.  As such, 

Martha Fletcher figures in opposition to nature, as mentioned above, hers of a piece with the 

Puritan males’ errand in the wilderness.  Like a Zenobia “transgressing” into the male realm 

of “‘absolute duty’” in Hawthorne’s Blithedale, Martha Fletcher dies, and dies early in the 

novel, as if to close a chapter of women partaking of the communal world of Puritans, the 

new world of separate spheres just beginning to open in Sedgwick’s time (Easton 80).  From 

a world when “spheres” meant nothing, an American, largely male—despite women’s 

partaking of the project,—ethos was forming, one that the conservative Puritan hagiographic 

narrator extols, and one which the Indian narrators decry.  D.H. Lawrence identified this 

character, based on violent seizing of wilderness land and killing of its people: “The essential 

American soul is hard, isolate, stoic, and a killer,” adding that, from his perspective three 

hundred years later, “It has never yet melted” (Studies qtd. in Slotkin, Regeneration 2).  

Violence at the core of the American male subject may be one “‘truth’” that Hawthorne 
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recognized in Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie, one which he develops at a subjective level in RMB.  

Both Hawthorne and Sedgwick were careful to distinguish the trait as more directly causal in 

males and corrective by females. 

Though Sedgwick designs Hope Leslie and Magawisca, as well as the compliant 

Esther Downing, to be central to the novel’s action, as females in a story of this period in 

American history, they are, within that broad context, marginalized, as all women were, 

being unequal citizens.  Even more marginalized are the two elder herbalist Native American 

women in the novel, persecuted for their practice of nativist arts.  The “‘marginalization’” of 

rural Indian women in Shiva’s book, Slicer writes, “‘has thus become a source for healing the 

diseased mainstream of patriarchal development’” (46-47 qtd. in Slicer 55).  Can one say this 

of the women in Hope Leslie?  Decidedly no, from the Puritan perspective: the elder herbalist 

Pequot women present a threat and are either jailed or driven into obscurity.  From a Native 

American perspective, clearly the one Sedgwick preferences through her irony, they do, 

indeed present “a source for healing” that the “diseased mainstream of patriarchal 

development” cannot see, even though one Craddock is cured.  Healing on a broader scale is 

ever present as a corrective to history, as Sedgwick positions a native spirituality congruent 

with her own “tolerant” (Karcher) Unitarian Christianity.   

There is even the possibility, reasoning syllogistically, that the elder herbalist Native 

American women in Hope Leslie participate in the female “‘ethical’” component of the 

divine, for they, like such women at sacrifice sites in Hawthorne, are ignored by the Puritans 

for their capacity to stay death.  One is even present near a sacrifice scene, and it is through 

the power of her sedating “liquor” that Magawisca is able to escape and prevent the sacrifice.  

Thus, the old Native American woman possesses god-like powers, as does Magawisca, for 
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their stopping the sacrifice, as the “‘ethical’” component of Yaweh spares Isaac.  Theirs is a 

privileged epistemological relationship to nature, not unlike that of Shiva’s rural Indian 

women, unknown to white women, such as Hope Leslie.  “Shiva’s women . . . occupy a 

“significant position,” in that they are “members of a non-Western culture with its own 

nondualized ontological and value-framework.  They also have intimate knowledge of the 

land, a knowledge that the vast majority of Western women, living in industrialized societies, 

do not have” (Slicer 55).  Caught up within a dualizing European-American weltanschauung, 

Sedgwick divides women in race diads: Hope and Magawisca; in political diads: Hope and 

Esther Downing; in class diads: Alice Fletcher Leslie and Martha Fletcher.  Nevertheless, 

Sedgwick seems to intuitively suggest the possibility of a “nondualized” world: as she 

presents a Native American “intimate knowledge of the land” that clearly the “Western 

women, living in” an “industrializ[ing] societ[y]” cannot share.  A “sisterhood” of women, 

however, across race, and a spirituality across race, across nature and church, represents her 

attempt, on some level, to transcend dualities.  Hope frees Nelema the herbalist healer from 

jail, and she frees Magawisca, tie to herbalist elder woman, from jail.  That Magawisca and 

the Indians reject Christianity represents not so much the conservatism of the novel, as 

Sedgwick’s awareness that history, in actuality, wrote (and was writing during Sedgwick’s 

time) that ending.  Magawisca’s pronouncement that Indians and whites can never coexist 

speaks more to an awareness of white bloody racism and violence than to Magawisca’s 

outright rejection of the white world.  Above all, the joining of Hope, Nelema, and 

Magawisca signals a transcendence, however brief, of feminine healing of the European 

inroads that would wreak the split of human and nature in America. 
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Within the context of a standpoint based in a natural epistemology rooted in 

“millennia” of symbiosis with the land, I couch my investigation of Sedgwick’s system of 

sacrifice and gender.  Slicer writes that “To various degrees some Western women occupy 

similar positions” to those of Shiva’s rural Indian farm women “as outsiders and resisters” 

(55).  Such female resisters to the patriarchal pattern of violence and destruction in colonial 

New England people Hope Leslie—comprise, in fact, the novel’s core, however dualistically 

they are rendered.  Alliance among the novel’s females resists the novel’s dualisms.  The 

whole colonial enterprise was basistic, and, as such, may have presented itself to a young 

Hawthorne, reading Hope Leslie, so that he would come to feature basis as a key element of 

his environmental fiction. 

 

Wilderness, Storm, and Silence 

In her wilderness and storm scenes in Hope Leslie, Sedgwick provides ample modeling for 

Hawthorne to create both a Lacanian void and a male-penetrative force in Blithedale, TGB, 

RMB, and YGB.  Storm figures so much in Hope Leslie: the terrifying power of nature; the 

“howling wilderness”; the cries of dying Pequots; the violence of both the Puritans and the 

Pequots; and, finally, a protective female spirit behind the lightning that would strike the 

kidnapper of Hope Leslie.  There is no such beneficence for Hawthorne.  The “howling 

wilderness” is so much a trope in his Puritan stories, a lingering echo of which appears in his 

novels, as well, that he does not explain the it.   Sedgwick had already done so in Hope 

Leslie, as she wrote of “a savage howling wilderness” (I: 17),10 next to which the Fletcher 

settlement, Bethel, is located.  Martha Fletcher, narrating in a letter to her husband William, 

writes, “. . . a storm was raging . . . . My womanish apprehensions had a hard struggle with 
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my duty, so terrific was the hideous howling of the wolves, mingling with the blasts that 

swept through the forest” (I: 31).  Mrs. Grafton, Hope’s aunt, fears she hears “the alarm yell 

of the savages” (31).  Such was the force of sound penetrating the body, whether wind, 

animal cry, or Indian yell, that a European, a woman, no less, would tremble on being 

penetrated by it.   

As Hawthorne expands his rendering of male penetration by the forces of maternal 

nature in “Niagara” to a penetration of males and females by the storm in the Foster 

Farmhouse in Blithedale, so Sedgwick had positioned, from the start, the very real 

phenomenon of both genders penetrated in colonial days by fearsome sound.  Martha’s torso 

and scalp are soon to be sliced by a Pequot tomahawk—not nature?  Indeed, Sedgwick 

configures the Native Americans and nature as one in the novel—not so much that they are 

one and the same, but that they live symbiotically with nature. Pequot genocide has been 

effected by the Puritans, and, as such, a rape of nature has taken place; nature as Pequots, 

storm, and wolf cries, rapes back.  Sedgwick’s rendering that aspect of the “howling 

wilderness,” the violence of the Puritans, would set the stage for Hawthorne to do likewise.  

Suffice it to say, Hawthorne must have learned at the school of Sedgwick.  Ultimately, 

Sedgwick more effectively renders the day-to-day realities of nature’s destructive force.  She, 

having done so, Hawthorne did not need to. 

 To what extent did Sedgwick construe what might be called a Lacanian void in her 

powerful maternal nature scenes?  Was it already present in her text that Hawthorne read, or 

did Hawthorne, in rendering such a void place his own stamp upon a natural topos common 

to their texts?  As a black hole maternal cosmic womb, the trope, for Hawthorne, would 

come to represent the threat to the male subjectivity on penetration by a powerful natural 
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force.  Sedgwick engages cosmic notions, but not so much as a vacuous maternal womb 

force in nature.  In Ch. VIII, Vol. I, when Hope, her father, and Mr. Holioke are hiking on the 

soon to be eponymous (of the latter) mountain, Hope, lying on a rock observes the full range 

of nature’s force.  She narrates the scene in a letter to Everell Fletcher: “I listened to the 

mighty sound that rose from the forest depths of the abyss, like the roar of the distant ocean . 

. .” (I:105, emphasis mine).  For a Puritan girl, “abyss” might conjure notions of satanic hell, 

which the forest realms represented.11 For Sedgwick, a forest “abyss” spoke of a cold, 

lifeless, Descartian universe.  Despite her “want” of a formal education that plagued her all 

her life, Sedgwick partook of the intellectual discussions of her Yale-educated lawyer father 

and highly educated brothers while growing up (Sedgwick, The Power 72-78). She was 

familiar with Descartes, as evidenced by her narrator’s calling the nasty, racist, “ubiquitous” 

female servant Jennet “an evil genius.” It is what Sedgwick does with the “abyss” and storms 

of nature that distinguishes her from Hawthorne and his environmental system.  This 

difference figures as storm rages once again in Hope Leslie when Hope, Mononotto and 

Oneco (her captors) encounter a tempest at sea: “The wind rose, and the darkness deepened 

at every moment; [with] occasional flashes of lightning” (II: 248).  The storm at sea serves a 

specific plot and thematic purpose.  

Sedgwick and Hawthorne’s locus of nature’s “mystery” in abyss and storm divides 

them in terms of its being “holy” or Lacanan void.  Though Sedgwick’s narrator calls the 

storm at sea, “the dread magnificence,” it is yet the “‘holy mystery’ of nature” that threatens 

subjectivity. The omniscient narrator says at this moment, “There are few who have not at 

some period of their lives, lost their consciousness of individuality—their sense of this 

shrinking, tremulous, sensitive being, in the dread magnificence—the ‘holy mystery’ of 
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nature” (II: 248, emphasis mine). Here Sedgwick and Hawthorne’s difference concerning the 

mystery of nature turns on an allegiance to or separation from a Descartian view of the 

universe.  Both engage the notion of the “Evil Genius” at the heart of all nature—

Hawthorne’s Lacanian void connects with the Descartian creator.  Theodore (in a bizarre 

coincidence, the name of Sedgwick’s father), the Coverdale character in “Zenobia’s Legend,” 

is unable to “kiss” the veiled lady/mystery of nature through the veil, fearing she is a 

monster, and thus he loses her/Priscilla, loses his tie to nature that informs his poetry.  

Sedgwick’s “evil genius” Jennet is blown up, literally, by the novel’s end.  Sedgwick’s is an 

outright rejection of the dead, mechanical Descartian cosmos, as she breathes life and spirit 

into nature, but Hawthorne’s, though seemingly the same, never fully disengages from the 

monstrous “evil genius” construct at the heart of nature’s mystery.  At least Coverdale 

cannot, and this might be the cosmic reach of Hawthorne’s famous “darkness” that is so often 

located primarily in the psyche. This doubt comes from his male narrators’ experience of 

female nature penetration and ties to his creating a strong female, Zenobia, whose “sphere” 

“presses on” Coverdale in life, and even of her death (See. Ch. 2).  Zenobia, strong, male-

penetrative female, is eliminated, as well, in the novel’s end.  Violation of any sort must be 

reversed in Hawthorne’s fiction.  That nature the violator is female, becomes more 

problematic for his males.  For Sedgwick, female penetrative nature is more a matter of 

perspective: for Martha Fletcher, deferential Puritan woman, it is one and the same with 

Satanic forest, and thus “terrifying”; whereas, from Hope Leslie’s point of view, it is infused 

with the divine, the maternal protective spirit (however racist that becomes with respect to 

the Pequots).  Lightning in the storm when Hope is being kidnapped by Mononotto and 

Oneco strikes Mononotto “senseless,” affording her the chance to get away.   
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 The 

storm at sea in the kidnapping and escape scene prepares the way for Hawthorne to create his 

own sense of Patočkan “trembling,” which the subject experiences at the prospect of being 

seen by the divine and of the onset of sacrifice, as Coverdale does at the sacrifice rock when 

Zenobia has gone off to die (Ch. 2) and as Dorcas does at the scene of her son Cyrus’s 

sacrifice in RMB (Ch. 1).  The third-person narrator speaks of what Mononotto feels in the 

face of the storm: “There was something awe-striking in the fixed, unyielding attitude of the 

old man, who sat as if he were carved in stone, whilst the blasts swept by him, and the 

lightnings played over him” (PCE II: 248). Herein follows the passage on the loss of 

subjectivity in the face of sublime nature, repeated here, for its unusual multi-referentiality, 

for it seems that Hope, as well, feels this in this moment of storm and lightning:  “There are 

few who have not at some period of their lives lost their consciousness of individuality—

their sense of this shrinking, tremulous, sensitive being, in the dread magnificence—the ‘holy 

mystery’ of nature” (II: 248).  The “‘holy mystery of nature’” is at once the divine and what 

Hope calls “sublime powers of nature,” that which, in a Kantian sense overwhelms the 

individual’s power of reason and, in a Burkean sense, terrifies.  Is it pleasurable terror?  It is, 

to the extent that the storm penetrates the subject—“mortal danger pressed on life”—to 

afford a oneness with the natural divine, and, from Hope’s perspective, to protect the female 

at the scene, for the storm “abate[s]” once Mononotto is struck.  

Losing one’s “consciousness of individuality,” while terrifying, becomes, indeed, a 

wordless oneness (oikos) with maternal nature, which, though a “dread magnificence” is yet 

a “‘holy mystery,’” one which sustains the female subject, while subsuming her within vast 

power that is “‘holy.’”  Indeed, for Hope is empowered by the storm: she escapes to an 
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island, “ejaculate[s]” a prayer and “presse[s] on,” Sedgwick now conferring semantically 

upon Hope masculine sexual power. What is striking here is that Hope, in achieving oikos 

with the storm, becomes one with Mononotto, whose subjectivity, as well, is subsumed by 

the storm/divine, and this union with the Native American sachem confers upon her a new 

masculine power, as well.  Sedgwick’s concern with such power is evident in her 

autobiography when she writes with disdain of the disempowering effects of white 

civilization on Indian males: “[They] lost the masculine savage quality, the wild flavor, and 

had imbibed the dreg-vices of civilization . . . .” (The Power 49). That Sedgwick completes 

the sentence from her autobiography on Indian masculinity’s decline on contact with white 

civilization as: “without in the least profiting by its advantages,” still does not cancel her 

criticism of the European incursion into Indian America.  It does not detract from her 

admiration of “the masculine savage quality,” or strength, and “wild flavor” or the Native 

American male, both characteristics with which she embues Hope Leslie in this scene of her 

escape, her masculine “ejaculate” and “wild” rebelliousness throughout the novel.  Indeed, 

though, she is rendered as a “light” leading these “dark” characters across the waters, a 

“vision from another sphere, sent to conduct her dark companions through the last 

tempestuous passage of life” (II: 248-49, emphasis mine), Hope Leslie becomes the “dark” 

abyssive natural and Indian power.  Her power is of a piece with the basistic imperative of 

Patočkan “‘orgiastic mystery’” as she “loses subjectivity,” merges with the stunning power 

of lightning, storm, with the natural divine, and with Mononotto in this scene.  It is no 

surprise that she appears as some kind of holy saint—and accepts the role—in, what critics 

have called, the “bizarre” scene to come on the island to which she has escaped, of drunken 

sailors fearing her.  What emerges is a new American womanhood that takes her subjectivity 
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and power from a “holy” convergence with American nature and its people, a third “sphere” 

for the dialectic of gender and power.    

Though sublime and inducing “trembling” in sexually passive Coverdale and Oberon, 

Hawthorne’s storms (and cataract) are never construed as “‘holy.’” In this key matter, he 

diverges from Sedgwick, his males’ “trembling” indicating terror in the face of the male-

penetrative female power; whereas, Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie remains in awe of and 

merging/alliance with such a force.  As such, one might see a deeper reason for Hawthorne’s 

fear of the “mob of damned scribbling women” that “pressed” on his consciousness.12  

Worse than the “howling” of the wilderness to Puritans is its silence, a stage that 

Sedgwick considers, in the Indians’ passing on to the West, on which Hawthorne only 

touches in reflective moments.  The silence that Hawthorne stresses in his Puritan fiction is 

the quiet mellowing of the Puritans in time, at the end of the works, and the “angelic” 

maturation of the “‘ethical’” (and “‘absolute duty’” Catharine in RMB) female, as in The 

Scarlet Letter, TGB, The House of the Seven Gables, and Blithedale.  Sedgwick’s silence is 

something terrible, to Nelema and Hope Leslie, but not to Magawisca.  It is that of the forest 

in the aftermath of genocide, as spoken of by Nelema: 

She paused for an instant, glanced her eye wildly around the room, and then 
again fixed it on Mrs. Fletcher and her infant.  “They spared not our homes,” 
she said; “there where our old men spoke, where was heard the song of the 
maiden, and the laugh of our children; there now all is silence, dust, and ashes.  
I can neither harm thee, nor help thee.  When the stream of vengeance rolls 
over the land, the tender shoot must be broken, and the goodly tree uprooted, 
that gave its pleasant shade and fruits to all. (I: 38)  
 

As narrator, in this moment, Nelema, nearly insane from grief, offers to the reader the 

antithetical voice that resists the conservative third-person narrator, or adds another voice to 

the complex, cacophonous song that is early American history, a voice in American literature 
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that, until the early nineteenth-century historical novels of Cooper and Sedgwick, had been 

largely silent.  What would be mere ghosts haunting Hawthorne’s prose, becomes in 

Sedgwick’s hands the flesh and blood, the “song” and “laugh” of Pequot children.  The 

“stream of vengeance” foreshadows Martha Fletcher’s death and Everell’s near-death.  It is 

unlikely that Pequots would use the same “plant” metaphor of the Puritans, but “goodly tree 

uprooted” sounds, in Puritan language, the full breadth of Pequot rage and intent.  Ultimately 

it is the silence of the dead Pequots though that overpalls the blast of storm in Hope Leslie. 

 A Puritan/white Christian voice sounds in fear of a dread wilderness “silence” toward 

the end of Hope Leslie, to which Sedgwick offers an antithetical Native American response. 

Hope Leslie cries to Magawisca, who leaves the scene at the novel’s end, “Oh! No, no . . . . 

Your mind must not be wasted in those hideous solitudes” (II: 351). Something here of even 

Puritan scholar Perry Miller’s gaff of calling the North American continent “‘vacant,’” when 

the Puritans emigrated here comes to mind, one which Jane Tompkins corrects (Ch. 1).  

Sedgwick’s post-structural narrative allows for an anticipation of Tompkins’ corrective of 

Miller (the Native Americans were here) and extends the Native American presence in the 

wilderness to that of Native American spiritualism, for Magawisca replies,   

“Solitudes! . . . Hope Leslie, there is no solitude in me; the Great Spirit, and 
his ministers, are every where present and visible to the eye of the soul that 
loves him; nature is but his interpreter; her forms are but bodies for his spirit.  
I hear him in the rushing winds—in summer breeze—in the gushing 
fountains—in the softly running streams.  I see him in the bursting life of 
spring—in the ripening maize—in the falling leaf.  Those beautiful lights . . . 
that shine alike on your stately domes and our forest homes, speak to me of 
his love to all,—think you I go to a solitude, Hope Leslie?” (II: 351-52). 
 

Native spirituality gives rise to and blends with American proto-transcendentalism here, 

which is textually evident, as is that of animism in Sedgwick ancestor by marriage Jonathan 

Edwards’ Personal Narrative:  “God’s excellency, his wisdom, his purity and love, seemed 
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to appear in every thing; in the sun, moon and stars; in the clouds, and blue sky; in the grass, 

flowers, trees; in the water, and all nature . . . .” (285).  Sedgwick’s text becomes a missing 

link between a Puritan and Native divinity, or a Native spirituality seen through the lens of 

early nineteenth-century white Unitarianism.  The gentle beauty of natural phenomena, 

“ripening maize” and “falling leaf” becomes in many ways for Sedgwick, corrective to the 

“abyss,” as Hope Leslie turns from it on what is soon to be Mount Holioke.  She turns to “the 

farewell notes of the few birds that still linger with us—the rustling of the leaves beneath the 

squirrel’s joyous leap—the whizzing of the partridge, startled from his perch; the tinkling of 

the cow-bell, and the barking of the Indian’s dog” (I: 105).  The “‘silence’” of nature 

becomes for Sedgwick a gentle, maternal fecundity, anticipatory of a Zen-like, or Native 

American oikos. That both Magawisca and Hope give voice to it speaks, once again, of 

Hope’s natural American subjectivity—created in large part by American nature’s agency—, 

Sedgwick’s hope for a new order emerging from unity of spirit, nature, and races, textually 

evident in Hope Leslie.  From a vacancy to a spirit-filled realm, the wilderness, the common 

natural phenomena replace the “abyss” of a Descartian void, just as Native Americans people 

what Puritans saw as a “vacant” landscape, and as Magawisca spiritualizes it.  Similarly, 

Indianized Faith’s face, “vacant” to her sister Hope, on first seeing her years after Faith’s 

kidnapping, becomes enlivened on being rescued from the Puritans by her Pequot husband 

Oneco, a reunion that Sedgwick clearly preferences.   
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River 

As nature is formative of American subjectivity, American land and its rivers are vulnerable 

to human harm; both Sedgwick and Hawthorne render rivers in their logos as waterways of 

environmental death; thus, powerful maternal nature is violated.  What a breakthrough in 

American history for two authors (and Cooper) to become so aware of this emerging 

paradox.  Not even Emerson, with his earth who “laughs” at man’s effect on it13 could see 

this darkness overtaking the American landscape.  As both Hawthorne and Sedgwick were 

sensitive to their damaged mothers, so it follows that they would conflate mother damaged 

with a vulnerable maternal nature.  One need only glance from Hawthorne’s “Canal-boat” 

ride, with Oberon’s decrying the destruction of a forest drained for the new Erie Canal (Ch. 

1) to Sedgwick’s description of industrial progress on the Housatonic River for eco-

intertextuality: 

Thus it flows now—but not as then in the sylvan freedom of nature, when no  
clattering mills and bustling factories, threw their prosaic shadows over the 
silver waters—when not even a bridge spanned their bosom—when not a 
trace of man’s art was seen save the little bark canoe that glided over them, or 
lay idly moored along the shore.  The savage was rather the vassal, than the 
master of nature; obeying her laws, but never usurping her dominion.  He 
only used the land she prepared and cast in his corn but where she seemed to 
invite him by mellowing and upheaving the high mould.  He did not presume 
to hew down her trees, the proud crest of her uplands, and convert them into 
‘russet lawns and fallows grey.’ The axman’s stroke, that music to the settler’s 
[emphasis Sedgwick’s] ear, never then violated the peace of nature, or made 
discord in her music. (I: 86, emphasis mine). 
 

Not unlike Cooper,14 Sedgwick preferences “sylvan freedom,” an inviolate pastoral nature.  

“Encroaching” (Hawthorne’s term in “Canal-boat”) civilization’s “factories” that “throw 

prosaic shadows” on “silver waters” bring the hideous commonplace to a spiritual realm, 

suggested in the word “silver.”  Seven words (two ‘she’s, four ‘her’s and ‘bosom’) in the 

above passage reference nature as female, a violated one, much as Kolodny has shown male 
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writers doing for centuries through the nineteenth-century (The Lay).  Sedgwick clearly 

bridles at the rapacious attitude of white male Americans toward nature that they “presume” 

to “hew” down.  Hawthorne picks up and develops the tone and tenor of this passage in RMB 

where the forest fears the axe.  This is a theme of male nineteenth-century writers through 

Hawthorne’s time.  What is different is that Sedgwick preferences Native Americans for their 

cooperation with nature rather than domination of “her.” Domination by white males 

becomes rape, vs. a willing sexual relation of the earth’s “mellowing and upheaving [her] 

high mould” for the Indian to “cast his corn” into, like the “‘feminine principle’” that informs 

Native women’s herbal arts.  What is more, Sedgwick’s resistance to the confines of 

domesticity, in her own life, and in Hope Leslie, is reflected in her narrator’s anger at 

“uplands” being converted to “‘russet lawns and fallows grey’” by the “presume[ing]” male 

colonials.  Rape of the maternal hills figures in the phrase “hew down her trees.”   

A sign that Sedgwick embues her river imagery with her own psychosexuality 

emerges in her loss of control over gendering another river.  It is male gendered in the 

opening of Chapter VII, Vol. I, in which Pequots with captives Faith Leslie and Everell 

Fletcher “traverse” “the precipitous sides of a river that, swollen by the vernal rains, wound 

its way among the hills, foaming and raging like an angry monarch” (84).  From “swollen” 

phallus image, she goes on to emasculate the river, which “peters out” to a “mountain rill, but 

still retains its impetuous character” and descends through “mountains, whose stillness, 

grandeur, and immobility, contrasted with the noisy reckless little stream, as stern manhood 

with infancy” (I: 85).  Manhood shifts from river to mountains, as the river “peters out” to 

“infan[t]” stream.  Masculine mountains could connote a respect and admiration for her 

father, one bordering on an Elektra Complex,  in the unmarried Sedgwick, for throughout the 
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novel, William Fletcher gazes too often and too fondly on Hope Leslie, his adoptive 

daughter, child of Alice Fletcher Leslie whom he loved in England but could not have.  In 

one instance he “pressed” Hope’s hand (II: 283), “pressed” being the violation verb, as in the 

“press[ing]” storm.  Fletcher’s closeness to Hope draws Winthrop’s attention, who decides 

that she should come to live in his home—also to subdue her high spirits.  A fervent 

adoration of her father, Theodore, as evidenced in her autobiography, lends credibility to the 

Elektra Complex theory and may add yet another reason for so many dead mothers in the 

novel.15    

 Brother-sister incest is implied in this chapter, as well, according to Karcher, because 

it opens with a Bryant pastoral verse epigraph (in which “fields swell upwards to the hills”) 

from his poem “Monument Mountain” (1824).  Bryant’s poem, in addition to describing the 

Berkshire landscape, “recounts the ‘sad tradition’ of an ‘Indian maiden’ who throws herself 

from a precipice because she cannot ‘root out’ her love for her cousin, ‘incestuous’ according 

to ‘the morality of those stern tribes.’ Sedgwick may be inviting a comparison between the 

Indian lovers and Magawisca and Everell” (Karcher, “Intro.” 381 n 1).  Sedgwick’s own 

unconscious sexual desire for father or a brother, implied by fields that “swell upward to the 

hills” (Bryant’s wording) that becomes “upheaving high mould” in her own wording, is 

impossible to discount.  Her reversal of Elektra Complex to father-initiated desire for a 

daughter indicates that she was unaware of her own unconscious desires.  Hawthorne may 

have found in the brother/sister incest theme in the novel a model on which to base his 

integration of the Hawthorne family “secret” of seventeenth-century brother/sister incest into 

his fiction.  The playing out of psychosexual desires is of a piece with themes of female 

nature rape by a swollen phallic river, female nature rape by white male colonials, and 
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emasculation of the river phallus till it diminished into a boyish “rill.”  Rape of the female 

and emasculation of the male are counterpoised with the consensual penetration of maternal 

nature by Indian seed, which further supports the idea that Sedgwick did, indeed, as an 

author, look favorably upon Native Americans and resist white hegemonic aggression in 

nature.  

The Housatonic, the second river within three pages in Ch. VII, exhibits signs of a 

masculine potency, for it “in some parts contracted a narrow channel . . . and lingering like a 

lover amidst vines, trees, and flowers, that fringed its banks” (86).  It is the masculine lover 

of female natural imagery that becomes at once violated female once colonial industry over-

“shadows” it, once bridges “spanned” the waters’ “bosom.”  Shifting river gender to female, 

as Sedgwick does bespeaks emasculation and imprisonment with which the author, directed 

in her upbringing to the domestic, could well identify.  

Sedgwick then in the following paragraph suggests the opposite, that her lack of 

formal education allowed for a kind of freedom in perspective of nature, of Indians: 

“Imagination may be indulged in lingering for a moment in those dusky regions of the past; 

but it is not permitted to reasonable instructed man, to admire or regret tribes of human 

beings, who lived and died, leaving scarcely a more enduring memorial, than the forsaken 

nest that vanishes before one winter’s storms” (86).  In such a moment, Sedgwick deftly 

sums up the disastrous effects of Enlightenment science and philosophy (and the Puritan 

“errand”) in blinding its students and practitioners to the simple beautiful interrelationship of 

the Indian way of life and nature.  The ancient tie to nature is much like that of the women in 

Shiva’s Staying Alive, that ecofeminist philosopher Debora Slicer extols as having a 

standpoint privileged relationship to nature.  Sedgwick seems to intuit standpoint theory as 
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her narrator laments the passing of a “a time when” Natives, masculine preferenced, inserted 

their seed to earth’s “updrawn mould.”  Indian males occupying the standpoint ontological 

relation to nature anticipates the “‘feminine principle,’ a nongendered, traditional principle of 

creative, life-giving power” (Shiva qtd. in Slicer 55).  In this moment in the text of Hope 

Leslie, Sedgwick appears as a protoecofeminist, reaching outside Western patriarchal 

epistemology to take the hand of the American Indian’s natural epistemology, at the same 

time lamenting the passing of the latter.  She writes, “I have always considered country life 

with outlets to the great world as an essential advantage in education.  Besides all the 

teaching and inspiration of Nature, and the development of the faculties . . . one is brought 

into close social relations with all conditions of people” (The Power 77).  What characterizes 

Sedgwick’s ecofeminism is a movement toward pragmatic nature that so often in Hope Leslie 

descontructs its Platonic transcendence. 

 It is sad to say though that in gazing fondly at environmental symbiosis, Sedgwick 

was blind to her own eco-reconfiguration of incestuous desire.  Most likely, Hawthorne was 

not, on reading Hope Leslie, and converted her incest imagery and themes to his advantage 

(caves), or at least resonated with them on some level.  His was a mission to throw “decency” 

to the winds (qtd. in Baym, “Again”).    

 

Rock and Sacrifice 

The near-sacrifice of Puritan golden-haired boy Everell Fletcher in Hope Leslie at the 

“sacrifice rock” in the forest by Mononotto, who is as stricken by Pequot genocide as the tree 

nearby is “blasted,” becomes, instead, a grisly scene of his savior Magawisca’s dis-arming by 

her own father.  A castration of Pequots, in general, as is symbolically obvious, and a 
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castration of the “‘feminine principle’” or ontological standpoint of Native women’s herbalist 

entrée to nature’s secrets, as I have noted above, the loss of Magawisca’s arm speaks, as well, 

of an anticipatory Statenesque preferencing of the “body of death” by Sedgwick.  Contrary to 

the movement of Western history, philosophy, religion, and literature of transcending the 

body of death, Sedgwick foregrounds Magawisca’s mutilated body, partially dead, 

throughout the novel, as an ever-present reminder of the intervention of the female 

“‘ethical’” divine’s intervention against the masculine violence of sacrifice.  Where love has 

intervened, there is no turning to the transcendent, as in the Diotimatic Platonic model 

(Staten 1-3).  There is but the reminder, again and again in the novel, of a body disfigured at 

the rock of sacrifice.  What Hegel saw as a weakness of the Christian system, according to 

Staten, the focus on the body of death of Christ (10), becomes in Hope Leslie, an essential 

strength.  “Voluptas,” the movement of attraction, that essential sexuality at the heart of all 

human desire, as Freud says,  (Staten 7), figures deeply in the novel, despite critical 

reluctance to see any sexuality therein (Fetterly 84).  So much of the text is taken up with 

flutterings of the heart, anguish, and finally requited love in Magawisca, Esther Downing, 

Hope Leslie, and Everell.  Although Karcher identifies the Magawisca-Everell love as 

suggestive of “incest,” they are not, in fact, brother and sister.  A passionate love, across race, 

of Magawisca for Everell, saves his life and represents the palliative powers of womanly love 

in the face of the masculine drive to sacrifice.   

So central is Sedgwick’s theme of the woman’s sacrifice that she preferences the 

woman’s body, partially dead.  Sedgwick positions it at the scene of Magawisca’s trial: “She 

. . . threw back her mantle, and knelt before [Winthrop].  Her mutilated person, unveiled by 

this action, appealed to the senses of the spectator.  Everell involuntarily closed his eyes and 
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uttered a cry of agony . . . .” (PCE II: 309).  Exposing her body of partial death, Magawisca 

proves the lie to transcendence, to the passage of her peoples to a spirit filled western realm.  

Everell’s “cry of agony” voices not only his own guilt at being passively instrumental in her 

disfigurement; it deconstructs what Sedgwick presents thematically through most of the 

novel, divine love transcendent of all the bodies of death in colonial New England.  Rather 

than eliciting a turning from the bodies of death toward a Platonic “ocean” of Beauty, or a 

Christian heavenly reward, it lays bare the hideous horror of American Anglo Saxon “cold, 

calculating” violence in service of “regeneration” that emasculated the peoples of the 

forests—and plains.  Despite Magawisca’s speech about the spirit-filled wilderness, though, 

there hangs over the novel’s ending, over its forests, the pall of death.  Like Zenobia’s body 

of death, Magawisca’s disfigurement presented to the reader so blatantly speaks to the lie of 

transcendence of the love object, discomfits the readers into an awareness that marginalized 

women in Sedgwick and Hawthorne’s time suffered enormously amidst the white masculine 

hegemony.  Women opposing any dominant political order paid a tremendous price for 

intervention against masculine sacrifice to “‘absolute duty’” and suffered as the land did at 

the hand of blighting “Errand” and “Manifest Destiny.”   

 

Conclusion 

This violence, so central to the early American experience, of Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie, 

becomes in Hawthorne’s fiction the basistic imperative and death to sons of nature-invading 

fathers.  Fathers die as well in RMB and in The House of the Seven Gables, with murderous, 

land-covetous Puritan Col. Pyncheon and his descendent  Judge Pyncheon dying gruesome 

deaths.  Land and women conflated for Hawthorne found its origins in Sedgwick’s masculine 
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lover rivers becoming feminized and bound by bridges, their “silver” pristine quality forever 

destroyed and in a Native woman’s “castrated” arm symbolizing not only an emasculated 

Pequot people, but the rape of their land, as well.  Furthermore, Sedgwick, in creating a 

Magawisca who crosses boundaries of race, renders an indigenous woman losing a critical 

standpoint position to nature that elder women of her tribe retain.   

 Loss underlies a crucial connection between Sedgwick and Hawthorne, both 

personally and in their environmental literatures.  Absence of the mother, for whatever 

reason, set up in their minds an imperative to project onto the maternal landscape damage 

and vulnerability and a drive to create a logos of attempted resolutions of mother—and 

father—absence and to maternal-nature rape.  Sedgwick’s protective maternal spirit that 

infuses nature would become, for Hawthorne, a maternal natural force that could rape back 

and destroy the sons of nature-raping colonial fathers.     

Revelling in the “indecent” writing of Fanny Fern, Hawthorne revealed that there 

were two Hawthornes when it came to women, one rejoicing in Fern’s “naked” prose, the 

other decrying bold women’s writing (Baym, “Again” 24).  Similarly there are two Catharine 

Maria Sedgwicks when it comes to Puritans and Native Americans.  She writes so 

consciously to her niece Alice in her autobiography of terrifying savage Indians, of laudatory 

Puritan ancestors, who worked to convert the Native “heathens.”  She, nevertheless, weaves 

in her oikoslogos of Hope Leslie the fabric of a feisty, rebellious Puritan “heroine” who 

derives much of her strength from a loss of subjectivity in the presence of sublime storm and 

a convergence with both nature and the powerful Native American masculine strength and 

“wild flavor.”  Labelled critically as loyal to the white patriarchal project in America, 

Sedgwick yet finds such “civilization” in deconstructive moments of her writing, to be 
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replete with “dreg-vice.”  In her post-structural Hope Leslie, counter-positioning a cacophony 

of white and Native voices, Catharine Maria Sedgwick makes way in the American literary 

canon for glimmers of a proto-ecofeminist agenda that deconstructs a Puritan capitalist, 

wilderness-destructive project that would burgeon into the white, patriarchal, global, 

capitalist destruction of nature and of Native people’s ties to its secrets.   Against the white 

majority, marginalized women, such as Sedgwick’s Magawisca and Nelema, as well as 

“‘feminine principle[d]’” men, struggle from privileged standpoint ontological positions 

within the web of nature to heal a threatened world.   

 

A hunger for land and the violence concomitant with that colonial jouissance winds 

down later in nineteenth-century in the Maine nature writing of Sarah Orne Jewett.  Taking 

her cue from Hawthorne’s sacrifice sites at which “‘ethical’” females’ presence suggests the 

possibility of preventing that sacrifice, Jewett would come to configure a world in which men 

are no longer blind to that possibility.  Jewett’s vision is one in which wilderness-invasive 

males are on the decline, as a woman’s world of symbiosis with nature and professionalism 

gains ascendancy.  A plethora of Hawthorne/Jewett nature-writing intertextualities, as I 

demonstrate in Ch. 4, confirm the profound influence of Hawthorne’s environmental agenda 

on Jewett’s.  Similarly, such intertextualities among Sedgwick and Jewett texts identify yet 

another source text for Jewett, as she expands brief moments of herbalist elder Native 

American women into a whole novels’ worth of female herbalism (The Country of the 

Pointed Firs), and as she builds on Sedgwick’s themes of female empowerment and female 

mutual support and love.  I argue, however, that Jewett’s environmental agenda is far more 

complex, as it evolves from her short fiction to the novel, than ecofeminists have claimed; it 
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is one that does not fail to take into account the contingencies of realism and the grim 

realities of mill towns in New England.   

In the final chapter, as well, I engage the bitter debate between the ecocritical 

pragmatic view of nature and the philosophical one, the latter of which ecofeminist Elizabeth 

Donovan calls a perspective of nature “elision.”  A synthesis of thesis and antithesis emerges, 

one that will broaden the appeal of ecocriticism and that should open ecocriticism to 

theoretical milestones a priori, ones that can not be summarily rejected.  
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12 Gillian Brown, in Domestic Individualism, Imagining Self in Nineteenth-Century 

America, writes that Hawthorne was not comfortable with women in the pubic sphere 
because he could not envision their bodies physically present in that realm. Brown, 
“Women’s Work and Women’s Bodies in The House of the Seven Gables,” (Berkeley/Los 
Angeles/Oxford: Univ. of California Press, 1990) 63-95. 
 

13 Emerson writes in the poem “Hemetreya” that earth will never be mastered by man: 
“Earth laughs in flowers, to see her boastful boys / Earth-proud, proud of the earth which is 
not theirs.” 13-14. 

 
14 Whereas Karcher posits Sedgwick as a threat to Cooper, Baym claims Sedgwick 

never “poached” on Cooper territory, but was delighted to have her work compared to his. 
Karcher “Introduction,” Hope Leslie, or Early Times in the Massachusetts, Catharine Maria 
Sedgwick. (New York: Penguin, 1998) ix-xliv.  Baym, “Again, and Again, the ‘Scribbling 
Women,’” Idol and Ponder, 20-35. 

 
15 Sedgwick, in writing of her father’s dreams—apparitions, he claimed,—of his first 

wife, Eliza Mason, who died of smallpox after one year of marriage, says parenthetically to 
her niece, to whom the autobiography is written, “Oh, how many of us, Alice, would give the 
world for that one sight more, one look, one word!” Her aside seems to refer to her dead 
father, for it appears in a section of the autobiography devoted to her father, and in which she 
begins five paragraphs within five pages with “My father . . . .”  Sedgwick’s oldest sister by 
her father’s second wife, Sedgwick’s mother, was named Eliza Mason. Sedgwick, The Power 
of Her Sympathy: The Autobiography and Journal of Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Ed. Mary 
Kelley, (Boston: The Massachusetts Historical Society/Northeastern Univ. Press, 1993) 56, 
55-59. 
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CHAPTER 4 

OF HERB, ISLAND, AND BIRD: 
SARAH ORNE JEWETT, HAWTHORNE, AND THE “TURN OF THE TIDE” 

 

Strikingly parallel intertextuality and themes in Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie and 

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s sketch “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore” and novel The Blithedale Romance 

indicate an evolution in environmental agenda from what I call the “School of” Sedgwick1 to that 

of Hawthorne.  From the colonial violence of Sedgwick’s novel and its prevention by females 

crossing ethnic boundaries, Hawthorne would come to examine the effects of such violence and 

suggest the possibility of ending sacrifice in the woods, through the presence of the female at 

sacrifice sites.  Sacrifice, however for Hawthorne, becomes integral to his environmental agenda, 

whereby sons of wilderness invaders are killed in expiation, and, thus, males are blind to the 

ameliorating presence of the female.  Furthermore, a damaged wilderness derives as much from 

Hawthorne’s naturalist and geological interests, as it does from his emotionally unavailable 

mother, as is the case with Sedgwick, whose mother suffered from mental illness. 

From Sedgwick, one could say, Hawthorne may have learned to project onto the 

landscape the vulnerability of the mother and to associate that with environmental degradation.  

Unlike Sedgwick, however, who develops a model of young female empowerment, deriving 

from propinquity to land, to masculine Native American strength, and from mutual female love 

and support, Hawthorne remains true to a world of gender boundaries.  He demonstrates his own 

or his male contemporaries’ ambivalence about women’s professionalism and goes so far as to 
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resurrect the sacrifice model of his tales in The Blithedale Romance  to kill the exotic, sexual, 

public-sphere woman.  Nevertheless, Hawthorne learns at the School of Sedgwick to preference 

what Jan Patočka calls the “‘ethical,’” or domestic, female for her capacity to end violence.2  

This model, I contend, derives from the “‘ethical’” component of the divine that stays the 

sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham in the early western tradition’s literary model of sacrifice.  

Both Hawthorne and Sedgwick query the “the mystery of nature,” or the Lyotardian oikos 

(the ‘eco’ of ecology), the hidden in nature, and their sense of it evolves from a 

Descartian/Lacanian model of void  or “abyss” at the heart of nature to that of the transcendent, 

or spirit at nature’s core.  This is an evolution, at the same time, from the basistic, or the return-

to-human-origins cave sacrifice, to the anabasistic, or the movement away from such origins, to 

figure the divine spirit that transcends all loss of the human love object, as described by Henry 

Staten in Eros in Mourning.  Both Sedgwick and Hawthorne, however, in isolated textual 

moments toward the end of Hope Leslie and Blithedale, return to basis by foregrounding the 

body—or partial body—of death, the practice of which, rejecting transcendence of mourning, in 

western literature, as Staten argues, is very rare.  The body of Zenobia of Blithedale and the 

disfigured body of Magawisca, the Pequot female of Hope Leslie, who loses her arm to save the 

young Puritan male protagonist, are displayed.  Such turning away from transcendence 

discomfits the reader into an awareness of the danger, according to Hawthorne, of the sexual 

female entering the realm of masculine, what Patočka calls, “‘absolute duty.’” This realm is that 

of the sacrificers of sons, or of family, as Derrida says, in their attention to their own work.  The 

sexual female entering the masculine realm, as so many male authors render, attracts and 

confounds males and their bonding, and must, according to Hawthorne, die.3  In Sedgwick’s 

hands, however, the gender-boundary crossing female Magawisca first achieves a political coup, 
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then fades away into the West.  Disarmed, she stuns Puritans and readers alike into a sense of 

awareness and discomfort at Pequot genocide and wilderness invasion.  Jewett turns to the 

bodies of dead birds as she sounds an echo of alarm at the birds of the forest being shot by an 

ornithologist, their bloodied bodies forming a disturbing image. The question of female gender 

boundary crossing into the public sphere, though, so pressing for Hawthorne, so necessary for 

Sedgwick, becomes more an answer to Hawthorne—and extension of the Sedgwick gender 

project—than a question.   

 

Arriving on the literary scene later in the nineteenth century, after Hawthorne’s death and 

just at the end of Sedgwick’s writing career, publishing, editing and mentoring from 1868 to 

1909 (“Chronology” ALE 916-30), Sarah Orne Jewett writes a New England prose celebrated by 

regionalists, ecocritics, and ecofeminists alike for her poetic renderings of the natural environs of 

southeast Maine.  Jewett follows the example of Sedgwick and Hawthorne, most notably the 

latter, in rendering a landscape threatened and, like Hawthorne, sacrificing males in expiation, 

but rendering the sacrifice as having already happened.  The males of The Country of the Pointed 

Firs (1896), like Magawisca’s arm, are “castrated,” in the sense that they are old, weak, and 

confused.  They represent the waning of white masculine hegemonic wilderness exploration and 

exploitation.  Like Sedgwick, Jewett creates a world of female empowerment and mutual 

cooperation and love, but Jewett’s gyno-centric world of Firs subsumes the male, and that of the 

story “The White Heron” (1886) resists the invasive male.  Jewett however, in the earlier story, 

suggests as a fey narrative voice deconstructs the eco-theme, I contend, an ongoing destruction 

of wilderness creatures and a vulnerability of the human that does not ally itself with the male, 

monied intruder.  By the writing of Firs, though, Jewett rejects that deconstruction of what many 
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see as her proto-ecofeminist project, one that renders a male capitalist threat to nature, rural 

women, and children and focalizes their resistance to that incursion.  Such cultural politicizing of 

nature writing demonstrates that, within all the intertextuality of Jewett and Hawthorne’s 

narratives, though their environmental projects coincide, there is yet a  nature dialectic between 

the two environmental writers.  It is my purpose here to delineate that dialectic while at the same 

time seeking a synthesis of the current fiery debate on the philosophical (Kantian or Lacanian) 

and the ecocritical/ecofeminist pragmatic views of nature that can benefit the practices of 

ecocriticism and satisfy its critics.    

 

Hawthorne and Jewett Intertextual Moments 

 That Sarah Orne Jewett is considered ecocritically is nothing new;4 nor is establishing 

Hawthorne’s influence on her writing.5 Combining the two authors in an ecocritical study, 

however, opens new avenues to both an ecocritical re-envisioning of Jewett and Hawthorne, and 

to some extent with Sedgwick.  The very names of Jewett chapters in Firs signal intertextuality: 

Ch. XIV, “The Hermitage,” and Ch. XX, “Along Shore,” which evoke Hawthorne’s Blithedale,  

Ch. XII, “Coverdale’s Hermitage,” and the sketch “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore.”  In Firs a 

female, Joanna Todd, flees human society for a reclusive shelter on an island, as Hawthorne’s 

male protagonist narrators flee to natural caves.  A relative, the central figure, Mrs. Todd, fears 

that Joanna will “look strange with her hair turned gray,” as is that of Catharine—from ashes—, 

the exiled Quaker zealot of “The Gentle Boy.”  A tree in Firs that is “‘growin’ right out of the 

bare rock, out o’ some crack that just holds the roots’” in the woods, as Mrs. Todd says, echoes 

the tree that grows in the “scanty soil’” of the cave rock in “Foot-prints.”  Each alludes to “folks 

made to match ‘em”—New England sons of distant mothers, or tough Maine seacoast folk, each 
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with “‘their own livin’ spring.’”  Above all, a small girl, Sylvia, in WH clambers up “a great pine 

tree, the last of its generation” which resembles Coverdale’s “white pine tree” and his climb 

“high upward” into his arboreal bower (NCE 110).  How Jewett counter-positions a young girl in 

such a tree represents Jewett’s response to a woods-invasive narrative that Hawthorne, himself, 

inherited from Sedgwick and James Fennimore Cooper.  Hawthorne, however, opens an 

ecocritical discourse that Jewett culminates. 

 

Hawthorne and Jewett on “Encroachment” 

One environmental theme of Hawthorne that Jewett continues to develop is that of wilderness 

invaded by an ever-expanding American civilization.  Hawthorne’s early sketch, “The Canal-

boat,” features the narrator Oberon lamenting civilization’s “encroachment.”  In Firs, a spruce-

lined pasture is “likely to be called a wood lot before long,” the narrator remarks, adding, “but 

the field was unmolested” (ALE 475).  Language of rape, focalization of nature destruction, these 

are hallmarks of Hawthorne’s (and Sedgwick’s) nature writing, yet to Jewett, for the most part, it 

is the long, slow fading away of a way of life in this region of Maine6 that constitutes the rape.7 

Does the discussion of an era’s end, however, shift the analysis here to a regionalist one? Is 

regionalism all that different from ecocriticism?  Nina Baym claims that “ecocriticism is a form 

of regional writing” (Review 301), yet they, ultimately, are not exactly the same, the one 

concerned with ‘nature,’ the other with the people and culture of a particular ‘place,’ as I argue 

in the Introduction. Baym, herself, even concludes, “. . . in any relevant text, only a slight shift of 

analytical emphasis—from local people and their lifeways to the ground on which they depend—

will transform one genre into the other” (301).  The difference, however, is more pronounced, in 

that an entire paradigm shift occurs in ecocriticism, to view animals, birds, trees—not just the 
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“ground”—as subjects in their own right, vulnerable to, as the ecofeminist would say, the threat 

of capitalist globalism.  Furthermore, the human not only falls out of central focus in 

ecocriticism, but becomes repositioned within the web of ecosystems.  As a regionalist, Jewett 

records the passing of a human way of life; as a nature writer, even an ecocritic, herself, she 

resists destruction of ground and bird in WH, making the text an ecofeminist shrine. “[WH] 

reflects [a] regional resistance to cultural imperialism . . . ,” Josephine Donovan writes. “Sylvia 

[in deciding not to tell the male hunter/ornithologist where the heron’s nest is located] refuses to 

be co-opted by the ornithologist, who is a synecdoche for all homogenizing modernist discourses 

that disregard the anomalous, the particular, the local” (86).  My position, however, which I will 

develop further below, on locating such extreme ecofeminist politics in the psyche of the young 

girl whom the narrator calls “silly” and “dull,” is one of measured skepticism.  Jewett’s project, 

however, clearly moves in the direction of conservation as a “corrective to the pretensions of the 

metropolis” (Howard 29-30).  It is a “corrective” that Hawthorne began to envision by having 

Oberon complain of nationalist “encroachment” and by placing females, representatives of the 

“‘ethical’” component of the divine, at sites of sacrifice in the wilderness (Chapters 1 and 2). 

The question of genre in Jewett’s fiction has been the subject of much critical debate, 

with claims of regionalism, realism, and romanticism,8 having been suggested.9  Formal 

properties and content of the sketch10 and of vacation literature11 are recognized as well.  David 

Mazel resolves the genre question by saying that in nature texts there is “an incredible 

heterogeneity . . . [that] cuts across genres” (“Domestic” 137 qtd. in Kilcup, “Weeds” 45), 

especially in those of nineteenth-century women writers.  Ecocritic Patrick Murphy claims that 

“‘in order to have women’s nature writing, there must be a breaking of traditional genre 

conventions established by men, and accepted by women, working within patriarchal structures’ 
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. . . . We see this fracture already begun, and well established, in nineteenth-century American 

women’s writing . . .” (Literature, Nature, and Other 35 qtd. in Kilcup, “Weeds” 72).  The 

multiplicity of genres in Jewett’s works speaks not only to an early modernist experimentation in 

form, as well, but to the post-modern, quantum mechanical multiplicity of situatednesses that is a 

feature that draws ecocritics to particular texts.  Karen Kilcup detects, along with elements of the 

children’s story genre in the story “Woodchucks,” “advice and natural-history writing” (“Weeds” 

72).  Kilcup suggests that “. . . in order to understand the history of today’s flowering of 

American women’s nature writing, [we] need to explore the interstitial spaces where . . . ‘weeds’ 

persist” (72).  By “‘weeds,’” Kilcup means that Jewett’s 

works [such as the “marginal” “Woodchucks”] highlight the determination by 
earlier American women writers to complicate—even combat the cultural 
ideologies that specify a close affiliation between women and nature 
[“Woodchucks” deconstructs such an affiliation, unlike WH] as well as their 
determination to explore the alliances between various forms of domination and 
hierarchy in American Culture.” (“Weeds” 72)  
 

As I argue below, even WH deconstructs the symbiotic theme, as Kilcup sees such 

deconstruction in the children’s story.  That is not to say, however, that Jewett’s overall project is 

not proto-ecofeminist in its theoretical basis.  Kilcup continues, “. . . it may be perspective and 

voice, rather than theme and genre, that will best help us to define a tradition of American 

women’s nature writing, one that appreciates the small (metaphorically and traditionally 

feminine), as well as the grand and sublime” (“Weeds” 73).   

Ultimately the question of genre in Jewett’s writing, thus, begins to pale, as the many 

characters in Firs and all the creatures in “White Heron,” from a girl to a cow to a tree, are given 

space to speak or have their “thoughts” heard.  Perspectives abound.  Voices proliferate, and this 

is what may seem to be one of the most marked differences between Jewett and Hawthorne’s 

writing, as Oberon and Coverdale, mononarrators, reflect a more limited perspective.  It is the 
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“multi-vocal” (Karcher), epistolary, post-structural narrative of Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie that 

models best the possibilities of such “perspective and voice” in Jewett’s fiction. 

 In giving voice to what Jewett calls “‘the thing,’” or the natural subject, Jewett 

engendered similar scenes in works of her followers: the poet Adrienne Rich in “The Trout” 

positions a female narrator who decides to throw the beautiful, iridescent trout she has caught 

back in the stream.  “‘Tell the thing!’” Jewett advised (Sarah Orne Jewett’s Letters 121 qtd. in 

Donovan 76).  Jewett’s fiction is an “epistemological reorientation [that] would seem to invite a 

reappraisal of narrative fiction as an important form of knowledge, validating, as it does, the 

individual stories of particular beings who are embedded in contingent social and historical 

contexts . . . particularly the novel” as a corrective to literary texts that “reshape, obscure, and 

dominate the ‘literal,’ subduing it to the claims of the ‘figurative’” (Donovan 76).  It is not just 

“‘tell[ing] the thing’” that ecofeminist discourse lauds in Jewett’s fiction, but it suggests, as a 

solution to domination of nature a reverent attending to “‘the thing,’” the natural other.  Such a 

shift in vision has derived, Donovan explains, from the “‘I-Thou’” philosophy of Martin Buber; 

the dialogics of Bakhtin; the application of Bakhtin’s “valorize[ation] of deviant dialects . . . to 

include nonhuman ‘language,’” by Patrick Murphy; the “bioregional narrative” theory of Jim 

Cheyney; the call of Carol Bigwood “to . . . encounter difference on its own terms”; and the 

“loving attentiveness” to the natural subject of Iris Murdoch, derived from Buddhism and from 

Susan Sontag’s “‘erotics of art’” (Donovan 84-91).12  Donovan begins with Jewett’s WH and 

works backward through all these theoretical positions to explain the Jewett environmental 

project.  
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What thing? 

Although such theoretical grounding of Jewett’s ideas is laudably thorough and 

extensive, Donovan runs into semantic tangles that tend to deconstruct her own goals, most 

notably in the very term “‘the thing.’”  Donovan applauds Jewett’s foregrounding the sense of 

the natural particularity, such as a heron, as a signified being in and of itself, not a trope.  She 

refers to Bakhtin’s celebration of Dostoyevsky’s rendering resistance to the “‘materialization of 

[people] and of all human values under capitalism’” in his Problems of Dostoievsky’s Poetics 

(1929) (51 qtd. in Donovan 85).  Donovan then quotes Bakhtin: “in [Dostoievsky’s] works 

[humans] overcome . . . [their] ‘thingness’” (70 qtd. in Donovan 85-86), thereby contradicting 

herself and Jewett in the negativizing of “‘thing.’”  To be a “‘thing’” in a homogenizing state is 

to be objectified, according to Bakhtin.  To be a “‘thing’” of nature in the ecofeminist system is 

to be subjectified.  Such reversal within one ecofeminist text signals an instability of language 

and of thesis.  

 

Chapter Thesis, Part I 

Against the “‘thing’”-contradictive duality of Donovan’s essay, what comes to mind is Lacan’s 

“‘das Ding,’” the maternal womb void, that is all the universe, that is the divine other, or any 

other, ultimately unknowable.  In essence both ecofeminists and ecocritics reject the Lacanian 

“‘das Ding’” concept, arguing for the eminent knowability of the natural subject.  I argue that the 

ecocritical/ecofeminist position must, at its onset, acknowledge the philosophically sound 

position of “‘das Ding’” because to assume that the natural subject is entirely epistemologically 

accessible is hubristic and even scientifically unsound.  Just as the human and the fly perceive 

the natural being so differently, as the human and the dog smell the world so differently, the 
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human capability to actually know what is “out there” is in question.  We see “through a glass 

darkly.”  Just as Kant called our knowing a concept, and Lacan conceived not so much a void 

“out there” but an other that humans can not fully know, thus the term “‘das Ding,’” or “‘the 

Thing.’” This limitation acknowledged, then the ecofeminist and ecocritic can proceed to 

examine what is perceived “out there,” and even prove the existence that there is a “‘thing’” “out 

there,” a referent signified, for its presence impacts the human in so many ways, especially as the 

human impact on the natural “‘thing’” can eventually adversely effect the human.  What is 

needed is a humble recognition of human perceptual limitation while humans perceive ‘nature.’  

In such a way, I propose to resolve the conflict between the philosophical view of nature and the 

pragmatic one.   

 

Chapter Thesis, Part II 

The love-child of Kant, Lacan, and ecofeminism, of Hawthorne and Jewett, becomes, then, an 

unearthly, earth-bound literary production that both preferences physical nature and imbues it 

with a sense of eminent mystery.  The violence of a latter time, in which sons invaded maternal 

natural realms and were either sacrificed or fled to its womb-like caves (Hawthorne), and the 

violence of colonialism in New England (Sedgwick), give way in Jewett’s fiction to a female 

world of “pre-symbolic language” (Donovan 60) and symbiosis with nature in Firs and, from 

one perspective, in WH.  Males have been subsumed into this realm, which one might call the 

“‘ethical’” female world, using Patočka’s term.  Hawthorne’s suggestion of staying the violence 

of sacrifice in the woods, with his positioning the “‘ethical’” females at the sacrifice sites, is no 

longer ignored (by men).  In Jewett’s hands the Hawthorne suggestion comes to fruition.  

Though civilization ever encroaches in Jewett’s texts, her female characters quell its onslaught or 
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restore an ancient tie to nature’s secrets in the form of herbalism.  As Sedgwick figures both a 

transcendent maternal spirit and a physically manifested world of female cooperation and love, 

Jewett expands the gyno-centric, healing vision.  The hidden in nature (oikos), then, for Jewett 

(she would both proclaim there is no “mystery of nature,” there is only “‘the thing’” and yet 

acknowledge the romantic in everyday life) (Smith 182) becomes, not unlike Hawthorne and 

Sedgwick’s oikos, a sense of the transcendental.  Hers is derived though from the 

phenomenology of Husserl (Donovan 80-82), a spirit that would not only heal, but afford to the 

human empowerment and an evolution to a more peaceful, enlightened ontological state.  While 

Hawthorne and Sedgwick recorded violent environmental devastation, Jewett, I argue, though 

silently echoing it, offers, more than an elegy for a passing era.  Hers is an environmental vision 

of what could be. I deconstruct the critical consensus that Firs is just a lament for a time passing; 

it is a celebration of woman’s symbiosis with nature, despite “interstitial” moments that say 

otherwise, of an ability to leave society and achieve that symbiosis, and of, at the same time, a 

turning to “the world” in mutual benevolence.  It is a vision of Hawthorne’s “‘ethical’” female 

pre-eminent.  

 An ecocritical analysis of Firs and WH follows, structured around the natural subjects 

and topos of herb, island, and bird.    

 

Herb 

As the violence and woods sacrifice of Hawthorne and Sedgwick’s oeuvres give way to a post-

violent rural/coastal Maine world of Dunnet Landing in Jewett’s The Country of Pointed Firs, 

the “‘ethical’” female component of the divine figures largely in the “massive” Mrs. Almira 

Todd, a “majestic” earth goddess figure for whom the growing, gathering, seeking out, 
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concocting, and selling of herbs has become central.  Men pale by comparison to Almira Todd.  

Jewett seems to have divined the suggestion of Hawthorne that by placing “‘ethical’” females at 

sacrifice sites, the killing could be prevented.  Men are blind to such possibilities in Hawthorne’s 

fiction, but in Jewett’s men seem to have paid for their blindness in a resulting disempowerment, 

as women, such as Almira Todd, dominate.  As such, not only is it a post-violent vision, but a 

post-masculine one, as well.  The post-mals scenario is not uncommon in post-Civil War 

American literature (Gillman 127 n 12).  Two moments of Catharine Maria Sedgwick’s Hope 

Leslie would seem to seed Jewett’s vision of this herbalist ur-female:  the elder Pequot survivor 

Nelema, whose herbal concoction cures the white tutor Craddock from snake bite, and the old 

Mohawk woman, whose home-made brew eases her aches, knocks out a Mohawk sentry, and 

thereby enables the Pequot girl Magawisca to save young Everell Fletcher from death at the 

“sacrifice rock.”  Herbal healing is Todd’s mission.  She could be a descendent of what David 

Hall identifies as colonial “‘lay tribalism’” (qtd. in Lindholdt 249), that which “springs from 

intimate affiliation with locale.”  “[T]he unique dynamics of Congregationalism in New England 

also lent themselves to the growth of ‘cunning folk,’ as they became widely known—

indigeneous herbalists and wizards ostracized from dominant Christian circles” (249).  Roger 

Chillingworth of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter is an example of one of these “‘cunning folk’” 

who uses his herbs to poison Rev. Arthur Dimmesdale.  Though there were, then, male 

herbalists, Jewett focuses on the female—the female herbal healer became a part of “the early 

national folk culture of New England” (249) as much of her writing stresses female/nature 

symbiosis.  For Jewett Todd’s herbalism comes to represent not only healing, but the 

transcendence of time (as she treads “on thyme” in her garden), and a sublimated form of the 

body of death.   
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Healing Hawthorne Topoi 

 Todd, from the start, lends a note of healing to familiar Hawthorne themes of flight from society 

and wilderness-penetrative males.  As the narrator first assesses Todd’s vacation lodging house, 

the “one fault” is “its complete lack of seclusion,” despite its “appear[ance of] be[ing]  retired 

and sheltered enough from the busy world behind its bushy bit of a green garden . . .” (ALE 378).  

Jewett establishes a recurring theme of correction to Hawthorne’s escapism.  Though the house 

“at first appeared to be retired and sheltered enough from the busy world,” the business of 

dispensing herbs and “old-fashioned spruce beer” brings locals to the house frequently.  The 

image of the “tiny house,” as well, “which stood with its end to the street,” evokes Hawthorne’s 

“rusty house, with seven acutely peaked gables facing towards various points of the compass, 

and a huge clustered chimney in the midst” that stands “[h]alf-way down a by-street of our New 

England Towns” (NCE 5, emphasis mine).   Jewett reverses gender in the imagery to the 

feminine “bushy” “garden,” “end to the street,” sexual imagery replacing the masculine, phallic 

“chimney” imagery.  On the previous page, the first of the novel, the allusion to Hawthorne 

seems even more pronounced, with “peaks of . . . gables” repeating almost exactly Hawthorne’s 

phrase: “. . . small-paned high windows in the peaks of their steep gables were like knowing eyes 

that watched the harbor and the far sea-line beyond, or looked northward all along the shore and 

its background of spruces and balsam firs” (ALE 377, emphasis mine). The actual Turner house 

of seven gables on which Hawthorne modeled his fictional house, overlooks Salem harbor. 

“Pointed firs,” as well, on the first page, forming a line where landscape meets the sky, which the 

narrator views on arrival at Dunnet Landing, serve as a natural phallic female nature image, or 
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that of a breast, subsuming one house and its seven “acutely peaked” gables that point, as if in all 

directions of colonial expansion, just as vast nature will subsume the remnants of masculine 

hegemonic Puritan colonialism in  Jewett’s novel.   

 

The Waning Man’s World 

Murderous, land-hungry males, such as patriarch Col. Pyncheon, are rendered historical ghosts, 

spirit haunted in The Country of the Pointed Firs.  The old sea-Captain Littlepage tells the 

narrator, a female writer, of his own shipwreck in northern waters, of the account of the 

“crippled” Gaffett whom he meets at a missionary station there.  Gaffett, in turn, tells his 

experience of a land “two degrees farther north than ships had ever been,” beyond the ice, where 

warm currents flow, and where “fog people” “all blowin’ gray figures” lived in vanishing towns 

and flew in “incessant armies” “like bats” at the explorers as they rowed off from the shore and 

“tormented all the air” (ALE 393-97).  The narrator evinces Jewett’s familiarity with nineteenth-

century Arctic expeditions, responding to Littlepage’s tale of fantastic Arctic scenes with 

“‘Weren’t they all starving, and was n’t it a mirage or something of the sort?’” (ALE 397).  

Survival on these expeditions often depended on the degree to which the explorers could 

overcome prejudice and cooperate with local Inuits.  Sir John Franklin and his men perished in 

1848, a famous “international incident,” most likely because of Franklin’s “imperial[ist] 

attitudes” leading him to refuse to communicate with the “‘Esquimaux’” (Elce, “Intro.” 9) who, 

as they traveled at great speed by dog sled, their furry hoods covered in snow, may have 

appeared like “fog people,” to Franklin and his men.  A different fate lay in store for later 

scientists who did accept Inuit help when they were shipwrecked, but Franklin types continued to 

die in the Arctic.  Members of American Adolphous Greely’s 1881 expedition to Lady Franklin 
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Bay (named for Franklin’s wife who rose to fame with a letter-writing campaign to save her 

husband) sailed aboard the Jeanette which was stoved by ice.  Three lifeboats sailed away.  One 

was lost.  Engineer George Melville “quickly found aid among local natives of the [Lena] delta,” 

and his party survived, but the men of another boat, led by physicist George Washington 

DeLong, “trudged south without assistance . . . [and] died from hunger and exposure” (Robinson 

88).  Jewett seems to distinguish ‘other’-friendly explorers from ‘other’-phobic ones, the former 

representing a new world order, the latter, the old.   

A driven ancient mariner, Gaffett tells his story “over and over” Littlepage says; talks 

about “the Ge’graphical Society, but he never took proper steps . . .” (397).  Officers who 

witnessed the sight “were hurrying home to report and to fit out a new expedition when they 

were all lost”—not unlike DeLong’s party in the Greely expedition—, Gaffet tells Littlepage, 

who tells the narrator. “. . . they all believed ‘t was a kind of waiting-place between this world 

an’ the next,” a sharp-eyed Littlepage says, only to revert to “the old, pathetic, scholarly look” at 

the chapter’s end.  Such tales of shells of old men abound in the novel.  Littlepage’s embedded 

stories speak, in Jewett’s vision, of a world when wilderness- and sea-venturing men wound 

down—or were wound down—their thundering jouissant drive to a mere whimper of what was, 

at the fin de siècle.  Within the female world of Dunnet Landing, these men resolve away from 

the violence of “‘absolute duty’” into the “reverie” and domestic calm of an old sailor widower 

Elijah Tilley, who sits in his home, amidst his dead wife’s curios, sewing.  It is not so much a 

hyperfeminist dream of disempowered men in Firs, as, what Gayle Smith notes is a reflection of 

the passing of the days of sail boating, sea captains, and old salt sailors. Littlepage complains to 

the narrator, “. . .when folks left home in the old days they left it with to some purpose, and when 

they got home they stayed there and had some pride in it. There’s no large-minded way of 
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thinking now: the worst have to be the best and rule everything; we’re all turned upside down 

and going back year by year” (ALE 391-92).  The question remains: who are the “worst” who 

seem to be ruling everything?  Women, it would seem, at least in the world of Firs.  Littlepage’s 

retort (388), “‘As Darwin says in his autobiography, “there’s no such king as a sea-captain; he is 

greater even than a king or a schoolmaster!”’” falls as a challenge to the writer narrator, as the 

writer Jewett creates an Almira Todd, a sailboat captain abler than the male on the dock who 

criticizes her, than the minister who would capsize a sailboat.  A woman’s world could right the 

errant ways of seafaring men made vulnerable when “iced in,” who could only see the Inuit 

others—whose ancient arctic nature-adaptive ways could save such men—as “fog people.”    

 

Jewett as proto-standpoint theorist 

Jewett turns again and again to Almira Todd’s herbalism in the novel as a corrective to the 

damages of patriarchal masculine hegemony.  Todd’s “pharmacopoeia,” derives from the 

garden’s herbs, “both wild and tame, [through which] the sea-breezes blew into the low end 

window of the house laden with not only sweet-brier and sweet-mary, but balm and sage and 

borage and mint, wormwood and southernwood” (ALE 378) evokes from the narrator a timeless 

sense of herbal practice.    

There were some strange and pungent odors that roused a dim sense of and  
remembrance of something in the forgotten past.  Some of these might once have 
belonged to sacred and mystic rites, and have had some occult knowledge handed 
with them down the centuries; but now they pertained only to humble compounds 
brewed at intervals with molasses or vinegar or spirits in a small caldron on Mrs. 
Todd’s kitchen stove.  They were dispensed to suffering neighbors, who usually 
came at night as if by stealth, bringing their own ancient-looking vials to be filled.  
One nostrum was called the Indian remedy, and its price was but fifteen cents; the 
whispered directions could be heard as customers passed the windows. (ALE 378-
79, emphasis mine).     
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The narrator sounds a tone of regret at the lost connection between the human, the plant, and the 

sacred from a “past” “forgotten” in Jewett’s time, its passing recorded in Sedgwick’s, at an era of 

horrific Indian Removals.  The herb, the portal to a vast realm of nature’s secrets, was once the 

“sacred” component of “mystic rites,” and it is with a kind of restoration of this sanctity that 

Jewett imbues Almira Todd, who, nevertheless, partakes in the commodification of “Indian 

remedy” for “but fifteen cents.”  There is so much bloodshed behind that dime and nickel, which 

Jewett elides.  Even Hawthorne wrote in his sketches of the Indian as a ghost of the past. 

Creating Todd, though, as repository of the Indian remedy, Jewett clearly informs today’s 

ecofeminist position.  Such a position is voiced by Deborah Slicer, who writes of the standpoint 

argument of Shiva, that rural women of India resist the inroads of western agribusiness, which 

would unravel the fine threads of their “millennia-old agricultural practices” (see Ch. 3), their 

knowing of land, of  plant and its secrets, like Nelema’s snake-bite cure.  

 The representative of masculine western medicine, “the village doctor,” who is “on the 

best of terms” with Todd, encounters her in passing several times throughout the novel, to figure 

as what would seem to be a corrective perspective, but, inevitably becomes reduced by her 

perspective to “mouse”-like proportion.  The narrator says, he “may have counted upon the 

unfavorable effect of certain potions [of hers] which he should find his opportunity in 

counteracting” (ALE 379), revealing an “urban elitism” (Stowe’s term) that could derive from 

Jewett’s own father being a doctor.  The Dr. Jewett perspective continues: the village doctor 

“would stand twirling a sweet-scented sprig in his fingers and make suggestive jokes perhaps 

about her faith in a too persistent course of thoroughwort elixir, in which my landlady professed 

such firm belief as sometimes to endanger the life and usefulness of worthy neighbors” (ALE 
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379).  This male medical point of view is countered by Todd’s view of the doctors, later in the 

novel:  

‘He’s got too many long routes now to stop to ‘tend to all his door patients . . . 
especially them that takes pleasure in talkin’ themselves over.  The doctor and me 
have got to be kind of partners; he’s gone a good deal, far an’ wide.  Looked 
tired, didn’t he?  I shall have to advise with him an’ get him off for a good rest.  
He’ll take the big boat from Rockland an’ go off up to Boston and mouse around 
among the other doctors, once in two or three years, and come home fresh as a 
boy.’ (ALE 452, emphasis mine) 
 

Whatever the narrator’s view of the doctor and Todd, Todd first levels the playing field, 

rendering herself the doctor’s “partner,” then goes on to shrink him down to rodent-size and 

infantilize him.  In scenes such as this in the novel, Jewett opens up a world now gone in which a 

female local herbalist could hold sway in the community, see herself in “partner[ship]” with the 

medical doctor.  Jewett’s is an anticipatory ecofeminist counter-positioning of ancient natural 

knowledge against patriarchal western masculine capitalist ways.  All the while, through her 

writing of Todd, Jewett exhibits an understanding of the changing world about her, of the quiet 

vanishing of herbal lay healers in New England.  It is thus that Jewett renders Todd in the 

mythological colors: as a “sibyl” (ALE 381), a “caryatid” (400), a “figure of victory” (408), and 

the “Idyl of Theocritus” (452)—these titles, as well, indicating the “genre hybridity” of Jewett’s 

nature writing.  There is in Jewett’s depiction of Todd, a proto-standpoint theory, for she is the 

gate keeper of a dying art that revealed secrets of every-day plant life that in today’s western 

world reads ever more like a blank green wall.     

 

Crossing into the Public Sphere 

While Almira Todd makes “slow herb-gathering progresses through woods and pastures” (ALE 

380), the narrator, who has come to Dunnet Landing to write, has joined in “a shrewd business 
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agreement” with Todd, and become a purveyor of “soothing syrups and elixirs” and “spruce-

beer” to the Dunnet Landers who stop by during the day.  She has allowed herself to enter into a 

kind of partnership with Todd because “literary employments are so vexed with uncertainties” 

(ALE 380), but by the end of Ch. II the narrator listens to “conscience” that “sounded louder in 

[her] ears than the sea on the nearest pebble beach,” has a stern word with Todd, and heads off to 

a school house outside the town, overlooking the sea, to write. “At sundown” of her first day of 

work, she “went back, feeling most businesslike, down toward the village again . . . .” (ALE 

383).  Busy at work another day she spies the funeral procession of a Mrs. Begg, an “‘old stock’” 

woman, who took care of her husband’s business.  At first it would seem as though Todd, the 

narrator, and Begg represent a selling out to the male capitalist enterprise, but nature ever 

pervades scenes of women’s business in the novel, signaling a new world of business in 

women’s hands, one more symbiotic with nature.  Before she even ventures to the school house, 

the narrator and Todd reunite under the “spell” of the herbs:  

Mrs. Todd and I were not separated or estranged by the change in our business  
relations; on the contrary, a deeper intimacy seemed to begin.  I do not know what 
herb of the night it was that used sometimes to send out a penetrating odor late in 
the evening, after the dew had fallen, and the moon was high, and the cool air 
came up from the sea.  Then Mrs. Todd would feel that she must talk to 
somebody, and I was only too glad to listen.  We both fell under the spell . . .” 
(ALE 381) 
 

Here Jewett seems to pick up on Hawthorne’s idea of a female maternal nature that can 

“penetrate” the human—here the females, but to a wonderful effect, more that of Coverdale’s 

leafy hermitage interludes when scents and breezes of the forest fed his poetry and his fantasies 

of marriage and oneness in the bower with the male Hollingsworth.  In Firs there is yet, though, 

the death imagery associated with mortal eros in Coverdale’s thoughts.  There is no Hawthornian 

sense of human rape by maternal nature.  
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 Crossing 

into the public sphere for the narrator becomes ever a matter of crossing back to the domestic yet 

primal world of herbs, an antidote to the urban public sphere.  “Once or twice,” she writes, “I 

feigned excuses for staying at home, while Mrs. Todd made distant excursions, and came home 

late with both hands full and a heavily laden apron.  This was in pennyroyal time, and when the 

rare lobelia was in its prime and the elecampane was coming on” (ALE 383).  The narrator minds 

the shop which is rife with herbs.  At yet another intertextual moment with Hawthorne, the 

narrator writes of “a pale young creature [who came to buy herbal medicine] like a white 

windflower left over into midsummer, upon whose face consumption had set its bright and 

wistful mark” (ALE 382), a Blithedale Priscilla figure, in her sickly urban state.  As the 

corrective, or, perhaps, a congruence with Hawthorne, Jewett follows with “but oftener two 

stout, hard-worked women from the farms came together and detailed their symptoms to Mrs. 

Todd in loud and cheerful voices . . .” (382).  These are the New England female types that she 

extols, the working class, hearty women.  With Hawthorne, Jewett may be acknowledging the 

transformation of Priscilla from the pale consumptive to the rosy child under the influence of 

nature on Blithedale Farm.  Thus, both authors recognize and render the agency of the New 

England landscape upon its inhabitants, Almira Todd being the best example.   

 

Boundaries of spheres evaporate 

As the narrator crosses back to the domestic sphere of Todd, so Todd, herself, seeking “tansy” of 

much “better snap,” would cross over into the public sphere to visit the narrator at the school 

house.  Is it really, though, the public sphere, just because the narrator writes there?  It is not so 

much public sphere as domos, as well, for Lyotard’s definition of oikos (the “eco” of ecology) is 



145 
 

that of the domos, the women and children, hidden.  The school house is more an extension of 

the domos.  Boundaries of spheres thus evaporate in Firs.  Nature, itself, in the form of a sheep 

and various birds and bees, finds its way into the school house space where the narrator writes, 

as it does, as well, in the form of the grand vistas of land and sea, visible from the window.  One 

senses a proto-ecofeminist answer to Melville’s lament in Moby Dick and “Bartleby” for workers 

“tied to their laths” all day, or facing brick walls outside their work space windows, divorced 

from nature.  The answer is short-lived though, as the narrator on leaving Mrs. Begg’s funeral 

service, leaves the villagers prematurely and returns to her writing in the school house: “but I had 

now made myself and my friends remember that I did not really belong to Dunnet Landing.  I 

sighed and turned to the half-written page again” (ALE 386). As the narrator views her separate 

subjectivity, she acknowledges, in a sense, that she is of the urban world that separates the public 

sphere from a rural world where work and nature derive from each other.  Hers is a world that 

creates spheres of separation in the first place, male from female, nature from the human, spirit 

from the material, especially the latter in a period of realism, and especially a matter with which 

Jewett grappled.  Do I “‘tell the thing,’” she seems to have wondered, “or do I imbue it with 

spirit—or both?”  It was this urban and urbane world that Hawthorne’s narrator protagonists fled 

so often, to the beach, the woods, the cave where they pondered origins, enacted symbiosis with 

nature, pondered transcendence, and dreaded a void.  For Jewett, with “the page” and written 

language come separation, not only from the Dunnet natives, but from nature, Jewett opines.  It 

is thus that she wanders back to Almira Todd’s herb gardens and shop, and thus that she comes 

to venture with Todd to islands off the coast to position herself ever closer and closer to both 

nature and its mystery which Jewett inevitably acknowledges in her writing.   Timeless Almira 
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Todd and her world of sensual herbs becomes Jewett’s antidote for such a modern world 

bellowing by the writing of Firs (1896), beyond what even Hawthorne could have imagined. 

    

Herbs and the sublimated body of death 

Lamentation for a regional way of life that is passing away forever in Firs, could be expressed, 

instead, as a Statenesque “eros in mourning.” As such, analysis turns to identification in the 

novel of a deeper layer of hopeless resignation to environmental death concomitant with regional 

passing that is paralleled by characters’ mourning for lost loved ones.  A similar note of grief is 

sounded by Oberon in Hawthorne’s “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore,” as he mourns lost friends.  

Mrs. Todd has lost her fiancée Nathan and her unnamed, unavailable upper-class loved man; 

Mrs. Blackett (Todd’s Mother), her husband; Mrs. Begg, three seafaring husbands; Joanna Todd, 

her fiancée; and Elijah Tilley, his wife.  From the very start, Jewett announces the narrator’s 

relationship to Dunnet Landing as erotic: “There was something about the coast town of Dunnet 

which made it seem more attractive than other maritime villages of eastern Maine,” she says at 

the opening of the novel (ALE 377).  “[S]omething about” another signals statements of sexual 

desire, and “attractive” continues the romantic discourse.  “When one really knows a village like 

this and its surroundings, it is like becoming acquainted with a single person,” the narrator 

continues.  “The process of falling in love at first sight is as final as it is swift in such a case . . . 

.” she admits (377).  Love of place—and of “the ground” beneath it—and loss, primarily of a 

sense of belonging to it, as the narrator admits, signals the loss of the erotic object.  As Jewett 

develops her scenes of character eros in mourning in the novel, a sense of mourning for Dunnet 

and its environs emerges.     



147 
 

Going against the “dominant tendency” in “European intellectual history,” the 

“counter[ing] [of] the reality of loss of the desired object with Platonic idealist transcendence” 

(Staten 1) is Jewett’s tendency to sublimate the body of death in none other than the pennyroyal 

herb.  Unlike Hawthorne with Zenobia or, as Staten points out, Shakespeare in Hamlet, the 

French troubadour writers of courtly love, and other examples of western literature, Jewett does 

not go so far as to present the actual body of death, but she does resist transcendence, making her 

erotic tragedy all the more radical.  Almira Todd becomes an “Antigone” as she tells her tale of a 

fiancée, Nathan, lost in close proximity at sea, who was more a brother to her, but loved in the 

sense of eros, as Staten describes, in that any attention to an object is desire.  Her true erotic 

object of desire is an unnamed man of an upper class, who is unavailable.  On Green Island the 

two women 

set forward in a narrow footpath and made [their] way to a lonely place that faced  
northward, where there was more pasturage and fewer bushes, and [they] went 
down to the edge of short grass above some rocky cliffs where the deep sea broke, 
with a great noise, though the wind was down and the water looked quiet a little 
way from shore.  Among the grass grew such pennyroyal as the rest of the world 
could not provide.  There was a fine fragrance in the air as we gathered it sprig by 
sprig and stepped along carefully, and Mrs. Todd pressed her aromatic nosegay 
between her hands and offered it to [the narrator] again and again. (ALE 416, 
emphasis mine) 
 

As “pressing” in Hawthorne and Sedgwick’s texts is sexual, so it is here, in a scene where Todd 

confesses the site to be that where she and her fiancée Nathan once courted; pressing the 

pennyroyal tells of their (or hers for Mr. X) romantic love.  The “deep sea” breaking against 

rocky cliffs evokes the act of sex, and lends, as well, a Hawthornian note of the force of nature, 

that of the ocean, which can penetrate the male human, as the sea took Nathan Todd’s life.  “I 

never showed nobody else but mother where to find this place where pennyr’al grows best in all 

the State of Maine” as is evident in “the right pattern of the plant” (ALE 416), Todd tells the 
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narrator.  Todd projects her admiration of Nathan’s body—or that of the unnamed man—onto 

the pennyroyal, which is such “as the rest of the world could not provide.”  Elsewhere in the 

novel the narrator remarks that Todd busies herself with gathering pennyroyal to distract herself 

from her grief.  In this curious fashion Jewett implies a body of death—Nathan’s that lies in the 

nearby sea, or the unavailable man’s, and renders a transference of Almira’s eros to the “right 

pattern” of the pennyroyal.  The herb becomes the body of the man she loves most, he “royal” to 

her “penny.” There is no talk of Nathan in any kind of heaven, just a “fine fragrance” in the body 

of the herb that Todd “press[es].”  Her offering the pennyroyal nosegay to the narrator “again 

and again” speaks not so much of a homoeroticism, but of their “true friendhip” which can be a 

“lifelong affair,” unlike the “swift” “falling in love” of the narrator for Dunnet, or of Almira for 

the unavailable “other one” (377). 

 The vast spaces of island and sea in the novel afford the literary narrator an opportunity 

to illustrate Todd’s grief in classical terms: 

There was something lonely and solitary about her great determined shape.  She  
might have been Antigone alone on the Theban plain.  It is not often given in a 
noisy world to come to the places of great grief and silence.  An absolute, archaic 
grief possessed this country-woman; she seemed like a renewal of some historic 
soul, with her sorrows and the remoteness of a daily life busied with rustic 
simplicities and the scents of primeval herbs. (ALE 417)   
 

Feeling sororal love for Nathan Todd—“I always liked Nathan, and he never knew [of her love 

for the other man]”—, Almira Todd, never having been able to see his body buried, becomes, 

indeed, an Antigone.  Only in what Gretel Erlich calls the “wide open spaces” of nature can one 

see this, can one imagine the “Theban plain.”  A modernist here, alluding to the classics, Jewett 

foregrounds the importance of the natural stage, of ocean and island cliff that engender such 

considerations of “great grief and silence.”  How very paradoxical though that Jewett would 

render Todd, the bustling, robust, erstwhile jolly herbal earth goddess healer a figure of “archaic 
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grief” here.  It is yet not so paradoxical when one considers Ceres, an earth goddess, who grieves 

six months of the year for her daughter taken to the underworld, or of Medea abandoned by 

Jason.  Early in the novel Todd has confessed her love for the absent, unattainable other man, so, 

indeed, beneath her earthy powers and hail-fellow-well-met exterior, there broods this “archaic” 

grief, as if it is not so much the “daughter” she misses, but the male who has taken her, thus 

implying a pregnancy by the other man, that Todd, a skilled herbalist, could have aborted, 

herself. 

Thus it follows that a seemingly innocuous outing to pick pennyroyals by the sea, evokes 

in the narrator a sense of Greek tragedy.  Where the body of death is preferenced, or even 

sublimated, there is evidence of no “economization of libido,” no withdrawal of the life essence 

from the other prior to its passing, no self preserving strategies, and thus there remains a loss of 

self, an “automourning” (Staten 24).  Preferencing the body of death also can mean a 

preferencing of sexual eros over idealism, Staten writes (28).  For Todd, sexual love prevails in 

the form of the sensual pennyroyal gathering, as she “presses” the nosegays, or of Elijah Tilley’s 

sewing amidst his dead wife’s curios, the needle penetrating the cloth “again and again,” yet 

grief remains, as the erotic object is not buried, not transcended.  Such is “‘the thing’” that Jewett 

“tell[s]” of, not only the pennyroyal, but a body sublimated by eros of herbs.  

Ultimately, Greek tragedy for Jewett becomes Green Tragedy, for the earth woman’s 

undying desire for the unavailable male of the capitalist patriarchy symbolizes the rift between 

earth and western globalism, whereby, given neglect, or abuse, the earth remains, on the cosmic 

“plain,” a scarred figure of “primeval” grief, as so many corporate Jasons dally with new regions 

to plunder, penetrate, and abandon while a Medea earth cannot sustain life in damaged 

ecosystems.  Jewett adheres most closely to Hawthorne here in that such penetrative sons are, to 
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a large extent, sacrificed, in that the males of Dunnet are disempowered, subsumed in the 

corrective world of the “‘ethical’” female.  

 

Island 

As herbs figure as the body of death sublimated in The Country of the Pointed Firs, and as 

pleasantly invasive of the work place, so they and all nature balance and buffer the “noisy and 

oppressive” town.  The narrator writes of their return from their Green Island visit: “Such is the 

power of contrast;” she writes, “for the village was so still that I could hear the shy 

whippoorwills singing that night as I lay awake in my downstairs bedroom, and the scent of Mrs. 

Todd’s herb garden under the window blew in again and again with every gentle rising of the 

sea-breeze” (ALE 420). Life sustains; life transforms both death and the modern mechanistic 

drowning out of nature’s song, its rhythms.  So powerful was her experience on Green Island that 

the narrator must turn to that which could recapture it.  Green Island represents “the ‘sacred 

female space’ where the quintessential matriarch Mrs Blackett lives, as the center, not climactic 

but ‘concentric,’ of the book’s celebration of the female world of love and ritual” (Ammons 9 

qtd. in Gillman 105).  There is more than one island scene in the novel, though, and islands come 

to represent, as well, a female realm of shame, freedom from male domination, and symbiosis 

with nature.   

Mrs. Blackett, a small, spry old woman creates a spare home in Green Island that is the 

essence of domesticity.  It is her character, nature formed, it seems, that is of most interest in his 

ecocritical reading of the novel.  Mrs. Todd bears a collection of daguerreotypes on the 

pennyroyal expedition to show the narrator, one of which is of Blackett that impresses the 

narrator.  The photographic print elevates her characterization beyond that which falls too often 
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to dewy sentimentality in the novel.  The islander’s “most flower-like face of a lovely 

anticipation and joy, a far-off look that sought the horizon” speaks to the power of the sea and 

island life to shape subjectivity.  “. . . one often sees it in seafaring families,” the narrator 

continues,  

inherited by girls and boys alike from men who spend their lives at sea, and are  
always watching for distant sails or the first loom of the land.  At sea there is 
nothing to be seen close by, and this has its counterpart in a sailor’s character, in 
the large and brave and patient traits that are developed, the hopeful pleasantness 
that one loves so in a seafarer. (ALE 415-16).   
 

Age and gender difference vanish here in the universal islander/seafarer visage and character, 

drawn by the distant horizon, weathered to patience and “hopeful pleasantness”; one might call it 

desire for the return of the sail and with it the loved one.  This character portrait of the 

islander/sailor most closely approximates in bodily form Derrida’s “object a” in yet a positive 

sense, for “the lack” that generates the hope and the distant gaze, all the more admirable for its 

turning away from any inward narcissistic gaze.  Herein Jewett responds antithetically to 

Hawthorne’s thesis of self-ward gaze within nature.  

 

Another hermit 

Jewett shifts back to a Hawthorne model, however, in her characterization of  Joanna Todd, an 

island woman whom Brodhead sees as caught up in “post-Puritan self absorption,” typical of 

Hawthorne (16).  In Ch. XIII, “Poor Joanna,” Jewett renders a Hester Prynne type, who exiles 

herself to the island for her having cursed God when her fiancée abandoned her for another.  In 

yet another intertextualism with Hawthorne, the following Chapter, XIV, is titled “The 

Hermitage,” and Jewett configures a female sequestered away, symbiotically with nature, like 

Oberon and Coverdale, but unlike them, with no fantasies of maternal incest, or marriage, or 
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homoeroticism.  It is Shell-heap Island that is Joanna’s exile, “a great bangeing-place for the 

Indians,” in former times, “and an old chief resided there once that ruled the winds,” Todd tells 

the narrator (ALE 428).  The references to Indians lend a note of archaism to the island, of even a 

curious glance into primitive history, not unlike Hawthorne’s geological conjectures in “Foot-

prints,” for, as Todd says, “you can pick up their stone tools ‘most any time if you hunt about” 

(428).  Within this context comes Joanna, an odd sort, of which there are so few any more in the 

region: “There was more energy then,” Todd continues, “and in some the energy took a singular 

turn.  In these days the young folks is all copy-cats, ‘fraid to death they won’t be all just alike . . 

.” (ALE 429).  Different and reclusive, Joanna appears to be even more Hawthornian: she was 

“doomed . . . to fall into a melancholy.  She retired from the world for good an’ all, though she 

was a well-off woman.  All she wanted was to get away from folks . . .” (429).  

Deconstructing “Poor Joanna” 

But the story doesn’t end there. Joanna manages, however Calvinistically guilt-driven she was, to 

fend for herself on the small island, to find berries, go clamming, grow potatoes, and gather 

herbs, Todd reports.  She lives in “an old house” that her father had built in a sheltered cove.  

Like suitors pestering Ulysses’ Penelope, males of Dunnet Landing would sail close to the island 

to watch her or to drop off provisions.  The narrator considers her “mediaeval” in her reclusive 

life, and Mrs. Blackett wonders “how Joanna lived without having nobody to do for,” yet Joanna 

became an earth goddess of her own sort on that island, it seems, not unlike the Indian chief there 

“who once ruled the winds.”  Out of rushes in a small swamp, she “braided some beautiful mats 

for the floor and a thick cushion of the long bunk” and “showed a good deal of invention,” Todd 

says (ALE 437).  Like Todd, as well, Joanna transcended time, as “there was n’t no clock” (437).  

Shells on the walls of her small home signal a merging with the piles of shells throughout the 
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island, with the sea, itself.  When Todd visits her at a younger age, she finds Joanna “real polite 

an’ gentle, and yet forbidin’” (437), implying a gentle grace suffused with subtle power. Joanna 

knows far better the “force of the winds” on her island, Todd says, than the pathetic minister who 

comes out to see her and prays a verse “about whirlwind.”  Joanna, as well, tames the “wild 

sparrows” on the island.  One “lit on [her] coffin an’ begun to sing” as the minister preached, 

oblivious to its presence (ALE 441). Though to her death, she believed she had “‘committed the 

unpardonable sin’” Todd reports, and felt she could not live among people, Jewett’s rendering of 

Joanna speaks more than that of a pathetic creature, of a woman liberated from the constraints of 

gender role, and closer to nature than even Almira Todd, herself.   

In a moment at the end of the Joanna chapters Jewett seems to acknowledge Joanna’s 

standpoint to nature as Jewett responds, once again, intertextually to Hawthorne’s topos of 

reclusivity.  “In the life of each of us,” the narrator tells herself, “there is a place remote and 

islanded, and given to endless regret or secret happiness . . .” (ALE 444, emphasis mine).  Just 

having witnessed, in present time of the novel on Shell-heap Island, birds “flutter[ing] up out of 

the grass at my feet as I walked along, so tame that I liked to think they kept some happy 

tradition from summer to summer of the safety of nests and good fellowship of mankind,” the 

narrator reflects.  Joanna’s was a special life of gentle harmony with nature, far from the busy 

world, a happy existence, though solitary.  “French pinks” remaining from Joanna’s garden, “a 

great bee and a yellow butterfly there” add to this sense.  The narrator in an act duplicative of 

Oberon in the cave by the shore in “Foot-prints,” “drank at the spring” there, fearing “some one 

from the busy, hard-worked, and simple-thoughted countryside of the mainland” which Joanna 

“must have watched  . . . many a day,”  “would follow” (444).  Oberon drinks of the rill, has fled 

society, and fears girls on the beach will follow him.  Drinking, he becomes restored, achieves a 
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symbiosis with maternal nature, and “shout[s]” a triumphant birth cry on leaving the cave.  Here 

Jewett must have realized her allusion to Hawthorne, her turn to symbolic language, as the 

narrator imbibes the transcendent beauty of nature, one that requires flight from society, that 

requires a lone communion with nature to gain inroads to its secrets.  Oberon regrets friends lost 

while in his cave, as Joanna mourns her lost love.  There is a “‘hidden and continual grief’ at the 

core of human experience as a consequence of the transitoriness of temporal things” (Ficino qtd. 

in Staten 2).  Joanna is yet another of the Dunnet Landing folk consumed by “eros in mourning.” 

Jewett, however, has Joanna turn, not to a transcendental object to suppress mourning” (as in 

Schiesari 131 qtd. in Staten 187), but  to “‘the thing,’” to nature all about her, to develop a deep, 

unspoken relationship that, the narrator implies, seems to have afforded Joanna a “secret 

happiness.”  Here Jewett anticipates Iris Murdoch’s “‘loving attentiveness’” to natural subjects.  

Thus, the Joanna story emerges as a far different one than that which critical consensus seems to 

portray.  Though grieving, Joanna is not a “poor” exile, but a woman rich in her autonomy and 

her tie to nature on Shell-heap Island.   

 

So it goes 

Jewett throughout the novel has the narrator mention a bird flying into a room, or alighting on 

the coffin, as above.  These moments go by almost unnoticed as one looks for larger themes, yet 

these, I suggest, are essential to the novel’s meaning and are the precursors to Vonnegut’s “poo-

tee-wheet”-refraining bird that voices an existential absurdist corollary to “so it goes” in 

Slaughterhouse Five, he, one could argue, a late modernist, she an early one.  For Jewett, the 

wild sparrow alighting on Joanna’s coffin sounds a reflective note of the absurdity of the 

minister’s blundering through a service, unaware and unacknowledging Joanna’s symbiotic 



155 
 

relation to nature that proves the lie to her existence on the island as being pitiable.  Early in the 

novel, a “swallow flew into the schoolhouse” as Capt. Littlepage is thundering the supremacy of 

the male sea captain, flew “as if a kingbird were after it, and beat itself against the walls for a 

minute, and escaped again to the open air; but Captain Littlepage took no notice whatever of the 

flurry,” the narrator reports (ALE 389).  Clearly onto the swallow she projects her own 

frustration at the “kingbird” Littlepage hounding her with his stories, and she wants to “escape” 

just as the swallow does to “open air.”  So it goes, Jewett might well say, with men of the old 

order attentive only to their own story of conquest, and oblivious to “‘the thing!’” of nature.  

Then, as Littlepage laments the “worst types” that “rule everything’” and render the world “‘all 

turned upside down’” there “was a silence in the schoolhouse, but we could hear the noise of the 

water on the beach below,” she says.  “It sounded like the strange warning wave that gives notice 

of the turn of the tide” (392).  At that moment, signaling change—for the better—in the world, 

“[a] late golden robin, with the most joyful and eager of voice,” the narrator says, “was singing 

close by in a thicket of wild roses” (392).  It is a “joyful” “turn of the tide” that Jewett records 

when the likes of Almira Todd can dispense herbal medicine with no ill consequences, when 

Joanna Todd can go off on her own to prefer nature to human company, and the narrator can 

focalize “‘the thing’” itself, the bird in the midst of an old man’s ranting about dire change.  As 

such the novel deconstructs itself and becomes less a lament about change and more a 

celebration of the gender and nature liberationist perspectives of the novel.  So it is going, Jewett 

rejoices, in positive directions, not in the least absurdist—only to the white hegemonic male does 

change seem to go teetering into absurdity and annihilation. 
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Bird 

Sylvie’s Choice 

Earlier in her career, Jewett had created what may be the most anthologized of her works, a short 

story called “A White Heron” (1886) that could well be called “Sylvy’s Choice.” Its young 

female protagonist makes a decision not to divulge the location of a white heron’s nest to a 

young male hunter/ornithologist of the order of Audubon, who also killed the birds he painted.  

“Will she or won’t she?” becomes the dramatic question as the hunter offers her money and 

awakens an attraction in the young girl.  Male invader of the wilderness resisted, and both 

Hawthorne and ecofeminism must be close at hand as pre- and post-texts.  Hawthorne, in killing 

off sons who invade maternal nature in expiation, initiates a literary model to assuage his 

unconscious guilt at being a male in a time of forest destruction.  Jewett perceived that model, it 

seems, at some level, as she creates a rural Maine world in which such a male is, not killed, but 

thwarted by none other than the nine-year-old Sylvia, closely associated, in name and action, 

with the woods and its creatures.  Different is the gender of her protagonist, the allegiance to one 

particular bird, and the female/child/nature standpoint theory which Jewett seems to anticipate 

and develop in the story.  At the same time, Jewett deconstructs this theory through shifts in 

narrative perspective and voice that complicate her environmental agenda. 

 

The voice of nature 

Though Jewett’s idea of a “natural affinity between children and nature” is a ‘romantic’ one, 

which Jewett “deconstructs” in the children’s story “Woodchucks,” according to Karen Kilcup 

(“Weeds” 66), Jewett foregrounds symbiosis in “A White Heron,” as she does in The Country of 

the Pointed Firs.  The notion of child symbiosis with nature is central to this overall project in 
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that, as Lyotard writes, it is the child perspective of nature that best intuits oikos, or the hidden in 

nature (see Introduction).  Hawthorne, as well, adopts the child’s perspective in the literary 

sketch “Foot-prints” in a moment when Oberon gazes into a tidal pool and espies a “five-

fingers,” resisting the name ‘starfish’ or scientific nomenclature.  Sylvia gazes, rapt, at a toad 

oblivious to the hunter as he offers the “ten dollars” to learn where the heron’s nest is.  Jewett 

locates a standpoint connection to nature in her rural people, such as Sylvia, who “‘are so 

instinctive and unreasoning . . . [and] may have a more complete sympathy with Nature, and may 

hear voices when wiser ears are deaf’” (qtd. in Donovan 81).  Such attributes constitute 

“alternatives to the hegemonic discourses of Western ‘reason’” (81).  It is in “hear[ing its] 

voices” of nature that Jewett textually relates to Hawthorne’s Blithedale Romance, wherein the 

frail Priscilla is wont to pause in nature, at various moments, to hear the silent voice of nature’s 

mystery.  Sylvia has been rescued from a “crowded manufacturing town,” as has Priscilla from 

the danker regions of the town.  Sylvia comes “alive” at her Grandmother’s farm, “straying out-

of-doors” often.  Both enliven in rural environs, and both come to discern the unspoken essences 

of nature: “‘[T]he more one lives out of doors, the more personality there seems to be in what we 

call inanimate things,’” Donovan quotes from the story (in 186-87).   

Intertextuality continues in WH with Hawthorne texts, sounding similar themes of 

wilderness invaded.  As Hawthorne recorded in his journal his alarm on hearing a train whistle 

“pierce” the solitude of the woods (see Introduction), “Sylvia is horror-stricken to hear a clear 

whistle [of the hunter] not very far away” (ALE 671).  Technology and impending death 

penetrate the male Hawthorne and the female Sylvia.  Both Hawthorne and Jewett render alarm, 

as if nature itself were given voice in these texts.  Sylvia hears “a boy’s whistle, determined, and 

somewhat aggressive . . . . The enemy had discovered her” (ALE 671), Jewett thereby uniting 



158 
 

Sylvia and woods as one.  She seems to tremble when she meets the hunter, as Hawthorne’s trees 

in RMB “tremble” in fear of the “axe.”  

 

“She might sink” 

When the hunter inquires about the heron, the omniscient narrator opens Sylvia’s thoughts to 

reveal “‘the thing,’” the heron, not as a discrete natural subject, but as an integral part of an 

ecosystem:  

. . . she knew that white bird, and had once stolen softly near where it stood in  
some bright green swamp grass, away over at the other side of the woods.  There 
was an open place where all the sunshine always seemed strangely yellow and 
hot, where tall, nodding rushes grew, and her grandmother had warned her that 
she might sink in the soft black mud underneath and never be heard of more.  Not 
far beyond were the salt marshes and just this side the sea itself, which Sylvia 
wondered and dreamed much about, but never had seen, whose great voice could 
sometimes be heard above the noise of the woods on stormy nights” (ALE 674, 
emphasis mine). 
 

Swamp grass, hot sunshine, rushes, mud, salt marshes, and the sea all contextualize the “white 

bird,” so that the heron, dead, stuffed and mounted, would be not “‘the thing itself,’” but a mere 

husk of a cycling life within swamp, rushes, sunlight, and sea breeze.  Immanence, not death, not 

idealism, occupies Jewett’s focus.  Sylvia, herself, is rendered vulnerable to the “soft black mud” 

of the swamp, and thus a part, as well, of the ecosystem of the white heron.  That she could be 

“never . . . heard of more” is a moment in this passage that is easy to miss, as one focuses on the 

heron, but it foreshadows an ending that complicates a straightforward ecofeminist reading of the 

story, as I will explain below.   

 In such a manner of biological vulnerability, Sylvia, herself, is eventually impacted by 

the masculine appeal of the hunter and finds herself drawn to him and to his mission.  Heading 

out at dawn to find the heron’s nest, she climbs a tall pine tree, and it is in this scene that Jewett 
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and Hawthorne intertextuality is most striking, for the repetition of key nature topos, of 

environmental agenda, and theme, as well as nature dialectic.   As Coverdale in Blithedale 

considers “the old pine forest” at the beginning of Ch. XIV, “Eliot’s Pulpit,” he sounds a tone of 

lament that it “had fallen, an immemorial time ago,” and the younger forest of “maple, and 

beech, and birch” that “had succeeded to the primeval trees” “lose the stately solemnity of the 

original forest” (NCE 110, emphasis mine).  Similarly, Sylvia’s  

great pine-tree stood, the last of its generation . . . . The woodchoppers who had  
felled its mates were dead and gone long ago, and a whole forest of sturdy trees, 
pines, and oaks, and maples, had grown again.  But the stately head of this old 
pine towered above them all and made a landmark for sea and shore miles and 
miles away.  (ALE 675, emphasis mine). 
 

Jewett clearly had the Blithedale passage in mind as she repeats even the syntactical pattern in 

listing the new grown trees, with two ‘ands’ in a series of three nouns, the “pines, and oaks and, 

and maples,” mimicking “maple, and beech, and birch.”  Identical, as well, is the adjective 

“stately” to describe the older forests.  This stylistic parallelism signals deference to Hawthorne 

and suggests a response of some kind to his theme of ancient woods felling.  Jewett, in fact, 

brings a remnant of the “original forest” to life in her passage so that the ancient forest becomes 

“‘the thing’” and not a memory.   

As Sylvia climbs the pine tree, another scene of Blithedale is reproduced, to a large 

extent: like Coverdale in his pine-tree hermitage, Sylvia gazes at the world beyond although she 

seeks a heron, and Coverdale, seclusion and fantasies of eros.  Herein Jewett situates an 

antithesis: her female protagonists are ever joining “the world,” the society at large about them, 

as Hawthorne’s male protagonists do not—can not—until they have found ego-restoration within 

natural womb-like spaces.  As Coverdale in the pine tree is corrupted by the “sphere” of 

Westervelt, commodifier of Priscilla, in the forest below, and comes to see the other protagonists 
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and the utopian venture cynically, so Sylvia has been corrupted by the hunter with his offer of 

money for the heron’s whereabouts—so it would seem.  Both Westervelt—death field—and the 

hunter—death to birds—seek to commodify that of nature to which these characters have been 

awakened and enlivened.  “Alas,” the narrator opines as Sylvia runs off to find the tree (ALE 

676), “if the great wave of human interest which flooded for the first time this dull little life 

should sweep away the satisfactions of an existence heart to heart with nature and the dumb life 

of the forest!”  Jewett euphemistically labels what ecofeminists call the patriarchal hegemonic 

drive of environmental destruction “the great wave of human interest.”  The narrator regrets 

anything that would “sweep away” Sylvia’s “existence heart to heart with nature,” her symbiosis 

with “the dumb life of the forest,” “dumb” not being pejorative here, but denoting ‘silent,’ or 

pre-linguistic.    

 As Sylvia climbs to the top of the pine tree, beyond birds in their nests, squirrels, and 

hawks circling, the narrative takes on a cosmic note and then shifts altogether to a second-person 

address to Sylvie and to the forest, creating a sense of the phenomenological (or transcendental) 

spirit speaking, which, of itself, can veer into a sense of the fey, a Pan-like, or even a Descartian 

“evil genius,” thus deconstructing the seemingly straightforward proto-ecofeminist theme of the 

story.  This narrator calls Sylvia “small and silly” as she begins to climb the tree, has called her 

“dull,” as if to denote the inconsistency of the human animal brain, the foolishness of its willy-

nilly passions, or that she is uneducated, which would point, instead to the elitism of the author.  

Yet Sylvia ventures on what becomes a hero quest, such as those of young Native American 

males, as she climbs to the top of the old pine tree on the hill.  All at once the tree becomes “a 

great main-mast to the voyaging earth,” and Sylvia’s face “a pale star” in its topmost branches.  

Her “trembling” as she stands “tired but wholly triumphant, high in the tree-top” calls to mind 
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the Patočkan mysterium tremendum on one’s sensing oneself seen by the divine other, yet Jewett 

ever strives for immanence, despite her romantic turns.  Sylvia’s “trembling” is more from 

physical exhaustion and excitement at finally encountering the vast world she has dreamed of:  

the sea with the dawning sun making a golden dazzle over it [and] two hawks  
[flying below in] slow-moving pinions. . . .Westward the woodlands and farms  
reached miles and miles into the distance; here and there were church steeples,  
and white villages; truly it was a vast and awesome world! . . . [she gazes at] 
white sails of ships out at sea . . . the clouds that were purple and rose-colored and  
yellow.  (ALE 677) 
 

Jewett in presenting the Emersonian panorama of land and sea responds antithetically to 

Hawthorne’s pine-tree climbing scene of Coverdale: the world, the world, all, all about the wide 

world this young girl discovers, such is the symbiotic relation to nature, a turning to the world at 

large, not a reclusive hiding in a leafy hermitage for ego resuscitation, not the male penetration 

of maternal nature, incestuously.  As I have argued above, Jewett’s project is to balance and 

overcome such a dominant approach to nature.   

 To Hawthorne’s credit, however, he initiates the topos of ending male woods penetration, 

which Jewett evolves in WH, non-violently—to a point, as Sylvia changes her mind about 

revealing the heron’s whereabouts to the hunter who has been shooting birds in the woods 

throughout his visit.  Sylvia, facing the querying hunter who “can make them rich with money,” 

is preoccupied: “The murmur of the pine’s green branches is in her ears, she remembers how the 

white heron came flying through the golden air and how they watched the sea and the morning 

together,” so she “cannot speak; she cannot tell the heron’s secret and give its life away” (ALE 

678-79).  To promote a simple ecocritical theme, Jewett could end the story there, and 

environmentally sensitive readers could walk away satisfied—in fact ecofeminist Elizabeth 

Donovan does so, celebratory of the story.  The narrative shift to second person, however, telling 

Sylvie where to find the heron, admonishing “woodlands, and summertime” to “[b]ring [their] 
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gifts and graces” and “secrets to this lonely country child!” in the end, is unsettling.  There is the 

suggestion that Sylvia has or will come to regret her decision to choose the bird instead of the 

hunter: “Many a night [she] heard the echo of his whistle haunting the pasture path as she came 

home with the loitering cow.  She forgot even her sorrow at the sharp report of his gun and the 

sight of thrushes and sparrows dropping silent to the ground, their songs hushed and their pretty 

feathers stained and wet with blood” (ALE 679).  Forgetting her “sorrow” at bird deaths signals a 

preference for the hunter. “Were the birds better friends than their hunter might have been,--who 

can tell?” the narrator asks before admonishing the summer and woods to compensate for her 

lonliness.  The reader hopes that Sylvie will embark again on pine-tree climbing, sea gazing with 

the heron, learning nature’s “secrets,” which become a wordless oneness with its processes 

(oikos), like the sun-drenched ecosystem of the heron, the pine scent of a hot afternoon.   

There is yet, though, at the end of WH that fey—or realist—quality to this new narrator 

that configures Sylvia within the ecosystem that includes forest with human hunter, within the 

capitalist world of human enterprise, and with Sylvia’s large immediate family of the 

manufacturing town.  The grandmother may some day die, perhaps necessitating Sylvia’s return 

to the poor family in the manufacturing town.  Some day, Sylvia will become an adult and her 

child-like entry to oikos may evaporate amid cares of motherhood and/or factory job, which, as 

Jewett outlines in another short story, “The Gray Mills of Farley,” may or may not continue to be 

available as companies protect their profit margins in unstable economies.  In a sense, then, there 

remains the strong possibility that Sylvia might “‘sink’” and “‘never be heard of more’” as she 

rejects the hunter’s project.  On the other hand, there may be the possibility that a Sylvia could 

grow up to be an Almira Todd, ever allied with nature, yet ever sorrowing for the one who got 

away.  That prospect remains doubtful because, unlike Todd, Sylvia has not been born on Green 
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Island with its nature formative powers, and the lay of the land is ever upon her forest, as more 

hunters, developers, and residents will most likely change forever her habitat, and even more 

industry may expand into its regions.  WH thus becomes, despite its passages of poetic symbiosis 

of Sylvia and nature, more a lament for a passing natural realm than Firs, which foregrounds 

women’s symbiosis and independence with and in nature and renders the wilderness-invasive 

male old and weakened, insane, or dead. 

 Ecocritics and ecofeminists would have us believe otherwise about WH.  Ecofeminists 

especially overburden Sylvia with a political mandate that seems to overwhelm her unthinking 

course of action in WH.  Donovan claims that Sylvia, in protecting the heron, “resists the 

dominative intrusions of scientific discourse, which would colonize her natural environment, 

erasing it as a subject, objectifying it for exploitative purposes” (81).  Similarly, Kilcup writes 

that “. . . Sylvia resists the incursions of a violent masculinized culture represented by the 

unnamed male hunter . . . .” (“Weeds” 66).  While Donovan and Kilcup’s claims ring true to a 

21st century environmentalist reader, they have layered onto the child’s muteness and simplicity 

the sensibility of an ecofeminist, who knows there is such a thing as “scientific discourse” that is 

to be “resist[ed],” and foresees the destruction of the forest and its inhabitants all in the name of 

progress.  At best, Sylvia is conscious of the beauty of the bird, of an empathic experience with 

it, and with the breeze in the pine tree’s boughs, still attending that conscious experience and 

understanding, at some level, that the hunter would kill all that, but her decision arises more out 

of a pleasurable affinity with the bird than with eco-politics.  At issue is whether one credits 

Sylvia or Jewett with the intelligence to resist the masculine hegemony.  To Donovan’s credit, 

she speaks in the language of academic discourse to readers attuned to that language, but she 

oversteps her interpretation of the passage in projecting such language and thought onto the 
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simple Sylvia.  Donovan’s argument, however, coalesces with my own about Jewett’s overall 

project of overturning the masculine wilderness penetrative tradition: The woods “and [Sylvia] 

are constituted as subjects in a ‘bioregional narrative’ that the Western discourses of domination 

cannot hear” (81).  

 It is the constituting of the tree as a subject that presents another inconsistency in 

Donovan’s argument, though.  Maintaining that Jewett was against personifying nature (80), 

Donovan then selects a passage from WH that portrays Jewett doing just that, having the tree be 

“‘amazed’” that Sylvia is climbing it, having its twigs “‘hold themselves to advantage this light 

weak creature on her way’” and proclaiming that “‘the old pine must have loved his new 

dependent’” (Jewett qtd. in Donovan 80).  Such personification by Jewett is embarrassing and 

childish.  The ecocritic should acknowledge this, not use it to substantiate an argument in favor 

of Jewett’s objective rendering of nature.   

Ultimately, Jewett’s environmental project in WH remains, as ecofeminists maintain, one 

of resistance to the masculine forest-felling, bird-shooting, industry-building, profit-preferencing 

western tradition.  Hers is aligned with the environmental project of Hawthorne that renders a 

maternal nature that could penetrate back, that configures sacrifice of invasive sons, that, in 

essence, intuited the danger, as von Humboldt (Chapter 1) warned, of felling forests, and the 

danger, as Audubon came to learn, of committing mass genocide against whole species of North 

American birds.  Following textual evidence, however, one cannot help but discern Jewett’s 

clever rendering of the larger ecosystem of humans and nature, of which the young Sylvia is a 

part, and, as the almost fey/realist narrator, in the end, intimates that Sylvia may be too “lonely” 

and even bereft if she abandons male human company for good.  Perhaps she could have had an 

ameliorative effect, eventually, on the hunter about his bird killing, such as Audubon arrived at 
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himself.  Jewett would complete her vision of the female symbiotic with nature in The Country 

of the Pointed Firs, an almost post-masculine-violence model of peaceful, “‘ethical’” female cum 

nature ascendancy that deconstructs the overall mournful tenor at the passing of the 

particularities of people and culture in southeastern Maine.   

 

                                                 
1 Brodhead’s The School of Hawthorne, which examines Hawthorne’s influence largely 

on male writers who followed him, has been so influential that recent critics John L. Idol, Jr. and 
Melinda M. Ponder, in their critical anthology Hawthorne and Women: Engendering and 
Expanding the Hawthorne Tradition, have explored the interrelationship of Hawthorne and 
female writers and editors of his time and of later periods, arguing to expand “the school of 
Hawthorne” to include the female protégées. Brodhead, (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1986).  
Idol and Ponder, (Amherst: Univ. of Mass. Press, 1999).   

 
2 Jan Patočka’s term from his Heretical Essays on the Philosophy of History, as examined 

by Derrida in The Gift of Death. 
 
3 A contemporary example of this topos occurs in Michael Ondaatje’s The English 

Patient. 
 
4 Because ecocritism has largely looked to texts of the twentieth- and twenty-first-

centuries, the very question of whether to include Jewett’s work in the ecocritical canon has also 
been the subject of debate.  Ecofeminist theorist Barbara T. Gates, in a 1998 essay rediscovering 
and critiquing the groundbreaking ecofeminist work of Françoise d’Eaubonne in the early 1970s, 
raises the question of whether only a poem on the land poisoning and death at upstate New 
York’s Love Canal could be considered ecofeminist, “[o]r could an older piece, like Sarah Orne 
Jewett’s ‘A White Heron,’ be ecofeminist too?  After all, it was about women and nature and 
species preservation and against hunting and killing beautiful specimens of non-human nature in 
the name of science.” Gates, “ A Root of Ecofeminism: Ecoféminisme,” Ecofeminist Literary 
Criticism, Eds. Greta Gaard and Patrick D. Murphy, (Urbana and Chicago: Univ. of Illinois 
Press, 1998) 21.   

 
5 Richard Brodhead writes of Hawthorne’s influence on Jewett in The School of 

Hawthorne: “The whole cohort of new writers who emerged after the [Civil] war . . . [including] 
Jewett . . .  [They] partake of what James calls ‘the whole rich interpenetration’ . . . . 
Hawthorne’s fiction serves as an organizing presence in their writing . . . . [as in] Jewett’s 
beautiful fusion of Hawthorne’s fictions of New England as backwater and his fables of 
monomania, The Country of the Pointed Firs,” Brodhead, 50. Henry James, Autobiography, Ed. 
F. W. Dupee, (New York: Criterion Books, 1956) 478.  Gayle Smith presents a dialogue between  
a contemporary critic and Jewett on the extent of Hawthorne’s influence: Charles Milner 
Thompson writes with “‘some confidence that this writer of exquisite English [Hawthorne] had a 
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share in showing Miss Jewett how to write’ and even suggests likely ‘traces of his influence’ in 
specific stories and characters.” Jewett denied Hawthorne’s influence, writing to her friend                
Field, wife of the famous publisher of Hawthorne and Jewett, “‘I never was a Hawthorne lover in 
early life! . . . I didn’t care for’ his American Journal volume ‘as much as I used to’ . . . and 
found the writings of a younger Hawthorne in the volume, though “‘lovely enough notes of his 
walks . . . lack[ing] in any reality or imagination, rootless little things that could never open seed 
in their turn, or make much of any soil they were put into . . . farfetched and sophomorish.’” She 
preferred, instead, Charles W. Brewster’s Rambles About Portsmouth. Smith adds that Jewett did 
not write of Hawthorne’s finished works and that she preferred Turgenev.  Comparison to 
Turgenev, Flaubert, and Tolstoy “seemed to invite less simplistic and reductive comparisons.” 
Smith, however, goes on to present a thesis that both Hawthorne and Smith evoke the imagery of 
the luminist painters, deriving from Dutch realist landscape painting. Smith, “Hawthorne, Jewett, 
and the Meditative Sublime,” Idol and Ponder, 179, 180.    

 
6 Eric Sundquist also writes of Jewett’s theme of loss, calling her regional writing “‘a 

literature of memory,’” that is “‘often lodged in the vestiges of a world of female domesticity’”; 
in effect, he “subsumes regionalism under the rubric of local color,’” according to Judith 
Fetterly.  Fetterly, “‘My Sister! My Sister!’: The Rhetoric of Catharine Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie.” 
Catharine Maria Sedgwick, Critical Perspectives. Eds. Lucinda L. Damon-Bach and Victoria 
Clements, (Boston: Northeastern Univ. Press, 2003) 78-99, 19.  Sundquist, “Realism and 
Regionalism.” Columbia Literary History of the United States, Ed. Emory Eliot, (New York: 
Columbia Univ. Press, 1988) 508-09.  
 

7 Gayle Smith captures this sense of quiet passing, as she argues that both Hawthorne and 
Jewett reflect elements of the American luminist paintings of vast quiet natural spaces (1850-75). 
She writes, “Basic to the luminist vision is a meditative, reflective quality, a deeper interest in 
the individual’s subjective experience of nature rather than in sheer physical phenomena.” 
American luminists were “Fitz Hugh Lane, Martin Johnson Heade, John Frederick Kensett, 
Sanford Gifford, and somewhat arguably Frederick Church.”  Smith quotes Franklin Kelly on an 
“‘awareness of the inevitable conflict between civilization and the wilderness,’” in Fitz Hugh 
Lane’s Twilight on the Kennebec in which the steamship “‘contrasts powerfully with the stilled 
sailboats . . . . The twilight setting also suggests that he was consciously depicting the end of an 
era.” Smith, 183, 180, 187-87.  Kelly, “Lane and Church in Maine.” American Light: The 
Lumminist Movement, 1850-1875, (Washington, D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 1980) 134.  

 
8 Genre matters were put to Jewett by William Dean Howells, who refused to publish 

WH because, Jewett writes, “‘Mr. Howells thinks that this age frowns upon the romantic, that it 
is no use to write romance anymore; but dear me, how much of it there is left in the every-day 
life after all’” (Fields 59 qtd in Smith 182). 

 
9 Judith Fetterly presents critical dismissals of Jewett in terms of genre: Michel Bell sees 

Jewett, Fetterly writes, as “an isolated individual struggling to create an alternative to oppose the 
dominant discourse of realism and failing precisely because of her isolation and because realism 
is finally the only game in town.” Fetterly,19. Bell, The Problem of American Realism: Studies 
in the Cultural History of a Literary Idea (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1993) 204.  Richard 
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Broadhead sees regionalism as a genre recovered by feminists and, Fetterly writes, “both 
participate in a process, the ‘re-vanishing’ of Jewett”—Bell connecting her to the male realists, 
and Brodhead by “seeking to dismantle the conceptual framework which has led to her 
recuperation.”  Fetterly 19; Bell, Problem, 197ff; Broadhead, Cultures of Letters: Scenes of 
Reading and Writing in Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1993) 
142-44.   

 
10 Many recognize in Jewett’s Firs the sketch form, which, while fracturing traditional 

fictional narrative form, owes its formal origins to that of Hawthorne, among others.  Fetterly 
fails to locate such Hawthornian influence on Jewett when she argues that “literary regionalism 
occurs primarily in the form of the sketch or short story because this form made it possible to tell 
stories about elderly women with bristling chins, about women for whom the eventful means 
something other than marriage, about women in relation to each other . . . who take care of 
themselves.”  Though Fetterly demonstrates here Jewett’s utilization of the sketch for character 
development, her major departure from the Hawthorne sketch, she clearly follows Hawthorne’s 
sketch model, such as “Foot-prints on the Sea-shore,” in her sketch of Elijah Tilley in “Along the 
Shore” in Firs, favoring almost total elision of the narrator, however, in favor of the human 
subject.  Fetterly’s prime concern is that Jewett writes for girls, not the nationalist narrative for 
boys, yet the Hawthorne sketch gave rise to writing about nature.  Fetterly, “‘Not in the least 
American’”: Nineteenth-Century Regionalism as UnAmerican Literature,” Nineteenth-Century 
American Women Writers, A Critical Reader, Ed. Karen L. Kilcup, (Malden, Mass./Oxford, UK: 
Blackwell, 1998) 14-32,  20.  

 
11 From the eternal to the quotidian, William W. Stowe has located Jewett’s Firs within 

the vacation-writing genre, which evokes time past.  She “used the time, the space, and 
especially the place of vacations to explore the visitable past and relations between individuals 
and history as they understood it, and  . . . exploited the form and familiarity of popular literary 
genres to produce texts that could be marketed and read as examples of vacation literature.”  
Stowe, “Doing History on Vacation: ‘Ktaadn’ and The Country of the Pointed Firs,” The New 
England Quarterly 71.2 (June, 1998) 163-89, 166.   

 
12 Buber, Between Man and Man,1947, trans. Ronald Gregor Smith, (New York: 

Macmillan, 1965); Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics, 1928, (Minneapolis: Univ. of 
Minn. Press, 1984); Murphy, “Ground, Pivot, Motion: Ecofeminist Theory, Dialogics, and 
Literary Practice,” Hypatia 6.1 (1991) 141-61; Cheyney, “Postmodern Environmental Ethics: 
Ethics as Bioregional Narrative, Environmental Ethics 11.2 (Summer 1989) 117-34; Bigwood, 
Earth Muse: Feminism, Nature, and Art, (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press, 1993); Murdoch, 
Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, (New York: Viking Penguin, 1993); Sontag, Against 
Interpretation and Other essays, (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1966).  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

This project has been an exercise in ecocriticism, as much as it has been an exegesis of 

Hawthorne, Sedgwick and Jewett’s narratives.  I conclude then by examining both the 

method and its subjects.  Has my ecocriticism resolved in any way Nina Baym’s 

“disappointment” that the method has not focused enough on “‘ecological issues’” of a 

particular region?  I answer Baym’s complaint and yet another question, as well: how does 

my ecocriticism respond to what Lawrence Buell identifies in The Future of Ecocriticism 

(2005) as “four challenges” the field faces today (128): “organization,” “professional 

legitimation,” “defining distinctive models of critical inquiry,” and “establishing their 

significance beyond the academy”?  His own answers to these challenges are that 

organization has been “impressive,” as the The Association for the Study of Literature and 

Environment has spread world-wide, its journal I.S.L.E. producing articles of “quality” 

“equal to” those of Environmental History, the Journal for the Society of Environmental 

History.  Ecocriticism, though, has not yet achieved “professional legitimation,” Buell notes. 

“Environmental criticism in literature and the arts clearly does not yet have the standing 

within the academy of such other issue-driven discourses as those of race, gender, sexuality, 

class, and globalization . . . although the situation is changing slowly for the better”  (129).  

Change is happening, indeed, as Temple University selected this project for a completion 

grant four years after publication of Buell’s book, one of only four given throughout the 
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University in 2009.  As more students look for colleges and universities that offer 

environmental programs and courses, across disciplines, the academy is becoming more 

accepting and supportive of the critical perspective.   

 Buell’s ecocriticism has entailed the repeated manifesto; whereas, as I have 

demonstrated, the method’s professional acceptance has come as ecocritics have transcended 

the manifesto and written straightforward essays that address the literary subjects in terms of 

nature while integrating methods of various disciplines.  Buell does recognize this growing 

support for ecocritics in the academy, saying that a focus on environmental studies “seems 

more a plus than a minus” for up and coming academics . . . who are willing to work within 

the preexisting grid of literary studies, even when expertise in environmental studies per se 

has not been expressly advertised for” (129-30).  By examining Hawthorne and Sedgwick’s 

fictions in terms of their psychosexual issues that they project on to the landscape, I have 

allowed my ecocriticism to be “absorbed,” to use Buell’s term, within psychoanalytic 

criticism, while, at the same time tweaking that method to create eco-psychoanalytic 

criticism.  Ecocriticism thus develops its own agency to utilize traditional critical methods to 

achieve its ends.  Granted, as Buell concludes, environmental criticism has formed “a 

constellation rather than a single titanic book or figure,” such as “Said” and his 

“Orientalism” (133).   Environmental criticism has, Buell argues,  

established environmentality as a permanent concern for literary and other  
humanists, and through that even more than through acts of pedagogical or 
activist outreach helped instill and reinforce public concern about the fate of 
the earth, about humankind’s responsibility to act on that awareness, about 
the shame of environmental injustice, and about the importance of vision and 
imagination in changing minds, lives, and policy . . . . (133).    

 
Again, however, the manifesto.  As an ecocritic, how can I not agree with it?  Yet, as an 

ecocritic who is fashioning the method to survive what Buell calls a “moment” in literary 
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criticism, I reemphasize that the perspective can only last, and flourish, as it does the job of 

literary analysis and leaves the soap-box lectures to the environmentalists, such as Al Gore.  

The manifesto threatens the objectivity of the literary critic and lingers too long in the 

anxiety of acceptance realm.  So deeply mired in that realm is Buell that he renders his final 

conclusions in past tense, as if looking back on a critical perspective that will have ended 

further into the twenty-first century.   

The strength of the ecocritical method, according to Buell, has been its introduction 

of “environmentality” as subject and theme of literature, and “the identification or 

reinterpretation of such thematic configurations as pastoral, eco-apocalypticism, and 

environmental racism . . . . far from being trivial achievements” (Future 130).  I would add 

that its disciplinary methodological hybridity is yet another strength of the method, for 

essays and books that turn to art history, quantum mechanics, even popular culture as they 

examine the human/non-human interrelationships offer to the reader an ever fresh, new, and 

exciting approach to the subject texts, such as that of Gordon Sayre’s “If Jefferson Had 

Visited Niagara Falls,” as I explain in the Introduction. To this end, and in answer to Nina 

Baym’s call for more ecological issues in ecocriticism, I have blended geology (von 

Humboldt, Charles Lyell, and Parker Cleaveland, and a discussion of gabbro-diorite rocks),  

contemporary naturalist writing (John Muir and Annie Dillard), a horticulturalist (William 

Bartram), and art history (Thomas Cole and the American luminist painters via Gayle 

Smith),  the nature writing and travel writing sketch (Hawthorne) with the dense 

psychoanalytic and historical theoretical writings of Patočcka, Derrida, Lacan, and Staten, 

the feminist theory de Beauvoir, and the ecofeminist praxis of Deborah Slicer and Josepine 
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Donovan.  Cross-pollination ever makes for a more viable organism, and it has been my 

intention that this project be such a strong, vital, and fresh organism.   

 Is there more to be done in the evolution of environmental criticism?  Absolutely.  

Baym’s gauntlet thrown impels me, and I would hope, other ecocritics to engage ecological 

journals, to sit down with geologists, horticulturists, regional planners, biologists, and 

physicists to put forth the stone surfaces protruding from the surfaces of literary texts and to 

develop mutually texts of understanding of their methods and professional language.  The 

task is daunting, as I found in perusing academic geological web sites with impenetrable 

jargon.  Locating texts written for the public by professionals in these fields will assist the 

literary critic in acquiring the knowledge and concepts to apply to the analysis of literary 

texts.  At present I am structuring a course on American literature and nature to attract 

students not only of literature, but of horticulture, landscape architecture, and regional 

planning, at a campus largely devoted to those fields.  Writings of the Bartrams and 

Audubon, as well as those of various non-fiction nature writers are featured in the syllabus, 

and I plan to invite professors from these fields to co-lecture on these texts.  The challenge 

remains to make the literary texts appealing to the non-literature student.   

 As Buell argues, however, the power of ecocriticism lies not so much in pedagogical 

innovation but in the actual environmental criticism itself.  I turn now, to the very heart of 

this ecocritical study, my central argument re-visioning the narratives of Hawthorne, 

Sedgwick, and Jewett as mutually informative along a continuum of developing sensitivity 

to the American natural environment.  The role of the American land in narratives of 

Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett is to suggest, by its vastness, cataclysmic rock formations, 

wilderness abysses, and dark woods, with lingering echoes of “primeval” wilderness, a 
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reversal of the movement of western history and literature.  The traditional movement that is 

reversed is what Derrida calls “conversions” from primeval “‘orgiastic mystery,’” or 

prehistoric scenes of ritualized human sacrifice, to Platonism and Christianity.  This is the 

actual landscape, derived from the woods of Lawrence, Maine in which Hawthorne played 

as a boy, Mount Washington that he climbed in 1832, and Niagara Falls that he visited that 

year, not a human construct, that, as Jehlen has argued, fueled colonization and western 

expansion.  Like the independent existence of woman outside of men’s constructs of her (de 

Beauvoir), nature for these authors, as for ecocritics and ecofeminists, exists beyond the 

human conceptualization of it.  In turning to primeval origins of man and nature suggested 

by the American landscape, by the native peoples and their rituals, these authors seem to 

sense the “economy of sacrifice,” or the presence of the original “‘orgiastic mystery,’” 

“incorporate[ed]” in Platonism and “repressed” in Christianity, as they attempt to locate the 

first  mystery.  This “secret,” in the interplay of the land and the human, becomes “nature’s 

mystery,” that they seek to reveal.  The essential oneness of the human with nature/the 

divine “other,” that becomes split by a later turning to “‘responsibility’” (the root of all 

religion), and the sense of separation from that “other,” becomes the terra desiderata of 

these authors in their fictions of human sacrifice in the woods, cave penetration, and 

symbiosis with nature.   

 Descendants of overweaning religious traditions of responsibility, Hawthorne and 

Sedgwick turn to what Henry Staten refers to as “basis,” human sacrifice in caves, the first 

“secret.”  Theirs is an effort to reveal the very “‘orgiastic mystery’” buried in their ancestral 

history, a Puritanism that built its presence in America on violence and sacrifice of self and 

others, so many “gift[s] of death.”  Patočka’s term, “‘secret,’” for “‘orgiastic mystery,’” 
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applies to an interiorized object that is mourned after its death.  Such a secret is like that 

secret, Derrida explains, of the first mystery, buried within Platonic and Christian tradition.  

These authors resist the western tradition to transcend the “body of death,” as Staten calls it, 

and foreground it as if to personify in the corpse the orgiastic mystery that is traditionally 

converted.  Dead or maimed bodies become for Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett, the dirty 

secrets of white hegemonic violence that they seek to unearth, to bring to the light of day the 

dark underside of American early history, one that was orgiastic in its violence of whites and 

Native peoples. Theirs is a literature of the “‘abyss’” that locates in the heart of historical 

man, the primeval human.  Into that abyss they gaze to find answers for the gaps in the 

histories of New England on which they were raised, the holes in the monuments.  A full 

engagement with the American “mystery of nature” for these three New England authors 

and their protagonists becomes a process of subjectivity conferred through engagement with 

the land, at a time in its history when that which has evoked their search into a primitive 

past, vast wilderness, was being destroyed.  

The quest into “‘orgiastic mystery’” for Hawthorne, Sedgwick, and Jewett is not so 

much to revel in it, but to lay it bare, and then to create narrative resolutions to it.  To this 

end, beginning with Sedgwick and continuing through Jewett, the female is preferenced as 

an agent of peace in a violent man’s world.  Whereas Hawthorne would depend on the 

separation of the “‘ethical,’” asexual female from the masculine realm, punishing the sexual 

woman who would enter that realm, Sedgwick would locate the power of her females in a 

participation in the masculine realm of “‘absolute duty.’” That participation becomes a 

direct return to “‘orgiastic mystery’” as Hope Leslie achieves power in a moment of oneness 

with all nature, the divine, and the Pequot sachem Mononotto, as lightning strikes.  That 
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oneness with nature, with Lyotardian oikos, signals a union with the power of jouissant 

Puritan/Native American violence, with “‘absolute duty’” of both ethnic societies, the 

English and the Pequot that Hope and Magawisca will quell, a note that Jewett continues in 

her gynotopian vision.  Each author presents a character trembling at the “gift of death” that 

they either witness, come upon, sense, or hear. This second mystery (“‘mysterium 

tremendum ’”), that of “‘trembling’” on sensing one is perceived by the unseen “other” at 

the moment of the “gift of death”—felt by Dorcas, Coverdale, Hope, and Sylvia—is 

abandoned by Jewett in The Country of the Pointed Firs, as violent sacrifice is eliminated 

from her pastoral weltenschaung.  From Sedgwick to Hawthorne, the love of damaged 

mothers spread wide upon the maternalized landscape opened their authorial eyes to damage 

of the American wilderness, to the violence of its history.  Their narratives became 

testaments to their mothers, sacrificed to enterprise—Hawthorne’s ship captain father dying 

in Surinam, and Sedgwick’s politician father being absent to tend to the affairs of the new 

nation.  Both authors recognized, as well, in the vast dark wilderness of America an echo of 

the “‘abyss’” that Patočka would come to call the vast gap between primordial violence and 

human history.  The Europeans returned, it would seem, to this “‘abyss’” in the colonizing 

of America, rendering a land and its people as god-given “gifts of death.”  Sedgwick and 

Hawthorne sought to reveal the abyss and draw American consciousness away from it.  It is 

this move that Sarah Orne Jewett seems to have perceived, as she sunders the past and all its 

sacrifices, accepting, instead, nature, which, however, as she portrays it, retains yet the 

secret “incorporated.” The female/nature symbiosis remains a wordless oneness that, by its 

very existence outside of language, remains a mystery.  
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I end here by giving the last word to Hawthorne as writes of his childhood 

wilderness roaming in Maine, for these experiences of nature came to inform his nature 

writing, his understanding of oikos, and to fashion his logos—to, as D.H. Lawrence would 

say, form the author and thereby form the literature.  Herein lie the very natural topoi on 

which the argument is structured and the roots of the environmental agenda that Hawthorne 

would later come to develop, building on Sedgwick’s, and engendering Jewett’s, all in 

defense of the wilderness invaded.   Hawthorne writes, “‘. . . on the banks of the Sebago 

Lake, in Maine . . . I ran quite wild . . . . Those were delightful days; for that part of the 

country was wild then, with only scattered clearings, and nine tenths of it primeval woods 

. . . . I would skate all alone on Sebago Lake, with the deep shadows of the icy hills on either 

hand . . . ’” (4-6).  In these wanderings, Hawthorne found “‘Pulpit Rock’” and a promontory 

called “‘The Images’” where “a mass of rocks rises perpendicularly to the height of about 

sixty feet,” upon which “scraggy pines and stunted birches struggle for existence, seemingly 

out of the solid rock” (9-10).  Throughout Hawthorne’s First Diary there is evidence of 

these natural topoi that would become natural subjects in his fiction, even massive caves.  It 

is thus that “the child” and the wilderness of Maine were both “father” and mother to the 

author.   
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