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ABSTRACT

The Art of Truth: The Architecture 
Of 19***-Century American 

Allegory

by

Gary B rian Bennett

D r. Robert Dodge, Exam ination Committee C hair 
Professor o f English 

U niversity o f Nevada, Las Vegas

The curren t study, in  its  broadest scope, explores the nature o f 

lite ra ry  a rt p rim a rily  as a m oral experience. Specifically, it  addresses 

iron ic allegory—a genre o f fic tion  bom  du ring  the Am erican Renaissance o f 

the m id-nineteenth century. As an amalgam o f two other oblique genres, 

G othic fic tion  and P uritan allegory, iron ic allegory was o rig ina lly  the 

product o f N athaniel Hawthorne's m oral im agination and tragic sensib ility; 

consequently, its  prim ary themes are the properties o f tim e, the problems 

o f tragedy, the process o f transform ation, and the preeminence o f tru th . 

Focusing exclusively on the arch itectura l metaphors in  Cooper’s 

Templeton trilogy, Hawthorne's The House o f the Seven Gables, and 

M elville's Pierre, the curren t study discusses the capacity o f the edifice to 

m ystify us w ith  protection, possession, permanence, and u ltim ate ly pride. 

I t  also h igh lights key moments o f irony, when detachm ent firom an edifice 

leads to a dem ystifying Fall.

i i i
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I t  is  the aim o f the curren t study to prom ote a greater 

understanding, and thus appreciation, o f Am erica’s great iro n ic  allegorists 

by clearing up the confusion and cu ltu ra l bias underlying the 

sym bol/allegory debate among lite ra ry  critics. Far from  a sta tic, dogmatic 

mode o f expression, iron ic  allegory is in  fact a dynam ic, poetic lite ra ry 

genre th a t bridges the gap between rom anticism  and m odernism . As the 

a rt o f tru th , it  un flinch ing ly explores the doubleness o f hum an experience; 

it  celebrates a rt founded in  m orality, and beauty edified by tru th .

IV
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PROLOGUE

I wonder. . .  whether the world is anchored anywhere; 

if she is, she swings with an uncommon long cable, though.

M elville

L iterary c ritic ism  o f the art o f fic tio n  inevitab ly entails an 

exploration in to  the heart o f hum ankind, fo r in  reading the story o f a ll- 

inclusive hum anity, we struggle to understand the context o f our own 

experiences. Are there, we wonder, absolute standards o f tru th  by w hich 

to measure ourselves, o r was Protagoras correct when he concluded th a t 

m an h im self is  the measure o f a ll? In  ou r search fo r u ltim ate 

significance, we soon discover th a t complete knowledge eludes us. W hat 

trip s  us up, tim e and again, is the m edium  o f thought itse lf: language.

A t th is  po in t the line  between philosophy and fic tio n  b lu rs; ontology gives 

way to epistem ology and then, fin a lly , to ana lytica l lingu is tics as we 

realize th a t we can know nothing except through language, w hich is 

characte ristica lly m etaphorical. Thus absolute tru th  tantalizes us, 

lu rk in g  ju s t beyond our grasp behind the “pasteboard mask” o f sym bolic 

expression. To o u r chagrin, the path to m eaning circ les from  the lite ra l 

te x t to its  philosophical context and then back again. When the a rt o f 

fic tio n  is understood in  th is  way, as both the te x t and the context o f 

hum an experience, we ca ll it  allegory.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



2

C entral to o u r discussion here are three basic assum ptions: th a t 

language is  fa llen , th a t am biguity is  a prim ary source o f a rtis tic  beauty, 

and th a t fa ilu re  often leads to m oral grow th. To con firm  th a t language is 

fallen, we need look no fu rth e r than the word allegory itse lf. As John 

W hitm an points ou t, the Greek term  allegoria has two components: alios, 

meaning “other," and agoreuein, o rig ina lly  m eaning “ to  speak in  the 

assembly (agora).” By com bining these components, we end up w ith  a 

composite de fin ition  o f allegory as “speaking other.” Indeed, the common 

notion o f allegory, s im ila r to th a t o f irony, is th a t it  “ tu rn s  its  head in  one 

direction, b u t tu rn s  its  eyes in  another. In  the tra d itio n a l form ula, it  

says one th ing , and means another” (W hitm an 2).

By its  very nature allegory is am biguous; yet the same can be said 

o f a ll fic tio n , w hich “trie s  to express a tru th  by departing from  it  in  some 

way” (W hitm an 1). When we say th a t language is  fa llen , then, we are 

speaking o f the separation o f words, o r text, from  th e ir context—o f the 

difference between fic tio n  (the story o f tru th ) and m eaning (the source o f 

tru th ). In  the end, we should not lam ent th is  separation fo r two essential 

reasons. F irs t, am biguity is an essential com ponent o f tru e  a rt. W hat 

makes lite ra tu re  beau tifu l is the freedom o f expression and in te rpre ta tion 

th a t m etaphor allows. Second, lite ra ry  narratives, inevitab ly products o f 

failed correspondence, hold the keys to redem ption {felix cu(pa), fo r they 

cu ltiva te  in  those o f us open to the experience an enhanced m oral 

awareness and a refined tragic sensib ility . And so, given our three basic
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assum ptions, we can say th a t allegory is the a rt o f tru th —the m eeting o f 

tru th  and beauty through the m edium  o f language.

W hitm an perceptively d istinguishes between two tra d itio n s  o f 

allegory; allegorical com position, a gram m atical and rhe to rica l approach 

where the emphasis is on saying o ther than w hat is meant, and 

a llegorical in te rpre ta tion , a ph ilosophical and exegetical approach where 

the em phasis is placed on meaning other than w hat is said. Deborah 

Madsen also recognizes these two trad itions, though she replaces the 

term  “allegorical com position” w ith  the term  “narrative allegory.” Even 

more enlightening, however, is her d is tin c tio n  between allegory as 

m etaphor (fabulism) and allegory as metonymy (figuralism ). Pointing to 

the essential confusion about allegory, Madsen reveals th a t the term  can 

both “speak other" and “speak o f the O ther” ; it  can name “both the quest 

for norm ative meaning and the m eaning th a t is posited as norm ative” (RA 

29). The m etaphoric fable “speaks other” in  the sense th a t a rb itra ry  and 

extrin s ic  meaning is im ported to an encoded text, w hile the figure 

“speaks o f the O ther” in  the sense th a t in trin s ic  and m ystica l m eaning is 

embedded in  the text by God and then extracted by d iv ine ly inspired 

readers. As Madsen rig h tly  concludes, “these two approaches to the 

concept o f allegory define the en tire  set o f rad ica l oppositions th a t m ark 

the subsequent h isto ry o f the term  and the genre” (RA 3).

Radical oppositions w ith in  allegory are so strong th a t the genre 

often seems a t odds w ith  itse lf. In  fact, in  the two con flic tin g  demands o f 

divergence and correspondence. W hitm an sees both the b irth  and the
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death o f allegory. “The more allegory exp lo its the divergence between 

corresponding levels o f m eaning,” he w rites, “ the less tenable the 

correspondence becomes. A lternative ly, the more it  closes ranks and 

emphasizes the correspondence, the less oblique, and thu s the less 

allegorical, the divergence becomes” (2). A llegory, therefore, is  h ighly 

dynam ic. Never achieving perfect correspondence, it  con tinu a lly  sh ifts 

between tem porary states o f equ ilib rium  and d isequ ilib rium . In  th is  

way, the process o f a llegorical w riting  reflects the nature o f hum an 

experience. In  an am biguous, uncerta in, and changing universe, we 

search fo r tru th s  th a t perpetually elude us. Perfect correspondence is 

im possible, we realize, because o f the fa llen  nature o f language, so we 

m ust settle  fo r the illu s io n  o f s ta b ility—the consolation o f a rt. In  

recreating the quest for m eaning, allegory te lls  the story o f hum anity; it  

reveals the tru th  eind beauty o f the hum an condition . Indeed, “ it  

encourages its  readers not on ly to aspire tow ard some w orld  o f perfect 

fu lfillm e n t, bu t to d irect a tten tion  to the lim ite d  w orld o f w hich they are 

part” (W hitm an 13).

C ritics  o f allegory often reject the notions o f a lim ite d  w orld and o f 

a fa llen  language. In  the nineteenth century, fo r instance. Romantic 

w rite rs  such as Samuel Coleridge argued th a t perfect correspondence 

between subject and object is  both possible and desirable. In  an attem pt 

to avoid the central confusion o f allegory (and thus the paradox o f 

experience), the Romantics transform ed the a llegorical genre by 

renam ing figura lism  “sym bolism ” and fabu lism  “allegory.” In  its  o rig ina l
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context, allegoria includes both symbolon, w h ich refers to  a s h ift in  

reference, and eikon, w hich refers to a more d ire c t corre la tion . Yet the 

Romantics seem to  have equated “allegory” w ith  sta tic  “icon,” and so they 

privileged dynam ic “sym bol.” Consequently, w hat was o rig in a lly  an 

in te rna l opposition o f modes w ith in  a single genre became a battle  o f two 

opposing genres. The in te rna l paradox o f a llegory seems to have been 

lifted , b u t the Rom antic renam ing o f allegory and sym bol on ly solid ified 

the term inological confusion th a t has plagued the allegory-sym bol debate 

ever since. As it  tu rn s  out, symbolism is ju s t as confusing a term  as 

allegory. Perhaps nowhere is th is  more evident than in  the very d iffe ren t 

manners in  w hich the post-Rom antics Baudelaire and M allarm é treated 

the symbol.

In  its  m ost narrow  usage, the term  symbolistes refers to a group o f 

m inor French poets, led by Moreas, who separated themselves from  the 

decadents; however, in  its  m ost broad usage sym bolism  refers to 

m etaphorical poetry in  general. In  between these extremes is  the idea o f 

sym bolism  as a post-Rom antic lite ra ry  tra d itio n , sta rting  w ith  

Baudelaire, th a t stresses the problems o f language and u n ity  o f being.

As we can see, de fin ition s o f symbolism vary, b u t the true  source o f 

confusion lies in  the nature o f the isolated sym bol. Like allegory, 

sym bolism  leaves us w ith  two alternatives:

M allarm e’s barren and ascetic concentration o f a 

consciousness th a t has to learn  to  face the irrevocable 

d iv is ion  o f being, and to fin d  in  th is  knowledge the power fo r
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its  own growth—or Baudelaire’s dangerous prom ise th a t 

u n ity  can be restored, in  spite o f the grow ing rea liza tion  tha t 

th is  u n ify  would m erely be a form  o f im m ediate death.

(DeMan, RCC 161) 

Speaking here o f the double aspect o f sym bolism , Paul de M an reduces 

the opposition o f Baudelaire and M allarm é to a choice between poetry as 

being and poetry as becoming, respectively; yet th is  opposition 

represents b u t a reworking in  modem  term s o f the a llegorica l dilem m a of 

correspondence and divergence. I f  nothing else, the dilem m a o f the post- 

Romantic poets teaches us th a t w ord games—like  the Rom antic 

renam ing o f allegory and symbol—cannot a lte r fundam ental tru th s  about 

language and about human experience. W hether we conceive o f allegory 

as a m ixed genre w ith  opposing fa b u lis tic  and figu ra i elem ents o r we set 

up fa b u lis tic  allegory and fig u ra i sym bolism  as opposing genres, the fact 

rem ains th a t language is fa llen; and even if  perfect correspondence were 

possible, it  w ould be no more desirable than complete divergence, for 

both conditions am ount to noth ing less than oblivion.

If, as we suspect, the labels allegory, symbol, icon, figure, fable, 

metaphor, and metonymy are a rb itra ry , then why has the debate over 

allegory been so intense? Madsen’s own work, especially Rereading 

AUegorv. proves th a t the genre can be analyzed w ithou t c rip p lin g  

com plicity. She shows us th a t it  is  possible fo r lite ra ry  c ritic s  to avoid 

paradox and contrad iction by qua lify ing  broad term s and constructing a 

subtle and precise c ritica l lexicon. W hat her con tribu tions u ltim a te ly
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reveal is th a t the allegory-sym bol debate is  confusing because we seem to 

prefer it  th a t way, in  fact to need it  to be th a t way. Tracing the h is to ric  

development o f allegory, Madsen concludes th a t “there emerges clearly 

the consistent use o f genre to appropriate te x tu a l rhe toric to a specific 

de fin ition  and set o f m eanings as pa rt o f an au tho rita tive  response to  the 

traum a o f cu ltu ra l change” (Madsen, RA 2). In  o ther words, each s h ift in  

cu ltu ra l values generates a cris is  th a t leads to changes in  a genre. This 

can be seen in  the Rom antic and post-Rom antic responses to crises in  

European cu ltu re . Coleridge developed his organic theory as a response 

to the trend in  B ib lica l exegesis toward a m etaphoric ra ther than 

m etonym ic conception o f language, w hile Baudelaire and M allarm é 

responded to the c u ltu ra l s h ift toward m odernism  and its  prevailing 

mood o f n ih ilism . C learly allegory, as w ith  m ost genres, is  necessarily 

a rb itra ry  and even confusing because only in  th is  way can it  adapt to 

cu ltu ra l changes and thus rem ain viable.

Madsen is correct in  defining genre as a style o f cu ltu ra l 

expression, ye t we m ust keep in  m ind th a t co n flic ts  o f values can often 

d is to rt ou r understanding o f a genre. In  such extrem e cases, c u ltu ra l 

expression becomes c u ltu ra l bias. Since the end o f the nineteenth 

century, fo r example, such bias—both fo r and against allegory—has 

perpetuated term inological confusion and prom oted the use o f pejorative 

language. L ite rary c ritic s , accepting Coleridge’s d iv is ion  o f allegory and 

sym bol, have become entrenched in  opposing theore tica l camps. In  a 

m anner consistent w ith  h isto ry, cu ltu ra l preference in  the tw entie th
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cen tu ry has vacilla ted between fabu lism  (w ith its  th re a t o f abstraction) 

and figu ra lism  (w ith  its  th reat o f solipsism ). C alling to m ind W hitm an’s 

argum ent about the b irth  and death o f allegory, we can construct a 

use fu l m etaphor to better understand th is  c u ltu ra l sh ift. I f  tru th  were 

the sun and we the earth, then o u r search fo r absolute m eaning would 

take on the patte rn  o f planetary m otion. C ircling  close to the sun 

(figuralism ) we ris k  conflagration, ye t too fa r from  the sun (fabulism ) and 

we ris k  congelation; and so we settle  in to  o rb it (allegory) and take solace 

in  the perpetual changing o f the seasons (the beau tifu l am biguity o f art). 

The o rb ita l pattern described here, often called the herm eneutic circle, 

appears in  lite ra tu re  as the allegory o f in te rp re ta b ility .

W ith regards to the cyclical movement in  c u ltu ra l responses to 

allegory, C leanth Brooks has rem arked th a t the s h ift tow ard allegory “ is 

perhaps the firs t attem pt w hich m an makes to un ite  the in te lle c t and the 

em otions when they begin to fa ll apart" (qtd. in  M athiessen 246). This 

was the case during  the Am erican renaissance. Sparked by such diverse 

influences as European Rom anticism , Kantian and Hegelian philosophy, 

and the theologies o f the C alvin ists, Swedenborgians, and U n ita rians, the 

Am erican authors du ring  the firs t h a lf o f the nineteenth cen tury 

exploded w ith  poetic energy and crea tiv ity . For men such as Emerson 

and Thoreau, w ritin g  became a s p iritu a l process in  w hich the poet seeks 

u n ity  w ith  nature through the w ord; yet American w rite rs never fu lly  

embraced the organic, m etonym ic view  o f language. Em erson, fo r 

example, was often frustra ted by the  irreconcilable contrad ictions o f h is
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own w riting . Hawthorne and M elville, especially, rem ained skeptical 

about perfect correspondence and equally fea rfu l o f the destructive, 

n ih ilis tic  potentia l o f pure ly subjective experience. Am ericans, perhaps 

more than th e ir Eîuropean counterparts, seemed content to leave the 

paradox o f knowledge and experience unresolved. In  fact, th ^ r often 

made th is  paradox the centra l theme o f th e ir works and exploited the 

na ture  o f am biguity fo r its  poetic effect.

Sensing th a t the in te lle c t and em otions were indeed “fa lling  apart” 

as a re su lt o f Rom antic idealism , Am erican w rite rs continued the 

a llegorical tra d itio n  they inherited from  P uritan ancestors such as 

Bunyan and M ilton. Despite th e ir P uritan heritage, however, nineteenth- 

cen tury Am erican allegorists d id  not sim ply im ita te  P uritan allegory bu t 

instead expanded and transform ed the ea rlie r form  in  response to an 

evolving cu ltu ra l clim ate. For th is  reason, authors such as Hawthorne 

and M elville, in  w ritin g  allegory, cannot be accused o f the type o f 

backslid ing and uninventiveness disparaged by Emerson in  “The 

Am erican Scholar.” C ritics who do make th is  accusation often 

m istakenly equate allegory w ith  pure fabulism , especially in  its  m ost 

basic form , personification; they a rb itra rily  divide allegory and symbol— 

labe ling the form er abstract, a rtific ia l, s ta tic , and d idactic and ca lling  the 

la tte r concrete, dynam ic, and organic. Such is the legacy o f Coleridge. 

C learly the confusion and bias surrounding the allegory-sym bol debate 

prevent an accurate understanding, and thus an accurate appreciation, 

o f Am erica's greatest a llegorists. I t  is  therefore the purpose o f th is  study
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to prom ote our appreciation o f nineteenth-century Am erican authors by 

analyzing th e ir a llegorical treatm ent o f the a rch itec tu ra l m etaphor.

The edifice is  perhaps the m ost appropriate sym bol fo r the study o f 

Am erican allegory because its  tendency to give men false feelings o f 

protection against, possession of, and permanence w ith in  nature often 

leads, i f  le ft unchallenged, to excessive hum an pride—to a m ajor 

m ystification, in  w hich a central character, sensing th a t he controls 

nature, comes to believe he can conquer tim e itse lf. And since th is  pride 

eventually leads to a Fall, to a moment o f dem ystification when proper 

re lations between m an and nature are restored and the in e v ita b ility  o f 

death is  established, the allegorical use o f the edifice para lle ls hum an 

experience itse lf. By iso lating the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor, we see 

convincing evidence th a t American allegory is  a s ig n ifican t lite ra ry  

movement form ing an im portant lin k  between Rom anticism  and 

m odernism ; it  blends the m oral p ro fund ity o f ea rlie r fig u ra i allegory w ith  

the concrete, poetic im agery o f la te r fa b u lis tic  allegory in  order to achieve 

an iro n ic  effect w hich reveals both the tru th  and the beauty o f m ankind’s 

trag ica lly am biguous position in  the universe.

Chapter One o f our discussion, “Foundation: The Elements o f 

A llegory,” w ill address the h isto rica l and philosophical basis as w ell as 

the m ajor categories o f allegory, the properties o f iro n ic  allegory, and the 

im portance o f the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor. C hapter Two, “C onstruction: 

C iv iliza tion  B u ild ing ,”  w ill discuss Cooper’s theory o f c iv iliza tio n  and h is
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treatm ent o f the edifice in  h is Tem pleton trilo g y  consisting o f The 

Deerslaver. The Pioneers, and Home as Found. The focus here w ill be on 

Cooper’s pastoral ideal, h is allegorical desire fo r balance between 

w ilderness and c iv iliza tion , m yth and h isto ry, and on the qua lities o f 

protection, possession, permanence, and pride. Gaston Bachelard’s 

Poetics o f Space and E ric  Sundquist’s Home as Found w ill provide a 

theoretica l fram ework fo r the study o f Cooper’s im agery. C hapter Three, 

“D econstruction: The S tructure  o f Irony,” w ill analyze Haw thorne’s House 

o f the Seven Gables and M elville ’s P ierre. Here the focus w ill be on the 

synchronic and diachronic theories o f tim e, the nature o f irony, and the 

processes o f m ystification and dem ystification. In  th is  chapter Paul de 

Man’s B lindness and In s ig h t and Roy Male’s Hawthorne’s T rade V ision 

w ill provide a c ritica l basis fo r the treatm ent o f the felix culpa theme and 

the trag ic sensib ility. The Epilogue w ill summarize the m ain assertions 

o f the dissertation and w ill anticipate fu tu re  study o f n ineteenth-centu iy 

allegories such as Edgar A llan Poe’s “The Masque o f the Red Death” and 

“The F a ll o f the House o f Usher,” George W ashington Cable’s “Belles 

Demoiselles P lantation,” and W illiam  Dean Howells’ The Rise o f S ilas 

Laoham. as well as tw entie th -century allegories such as W illiam  

Faulkner’s Absalom! Absalom! and Ralph E llison ’s Inv is ib le  M an.
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CHAPTER I

FOUNDATION: THE ELEMENTS OF ALLEGORY 

It is a great mistake to try to put 

our best thoughts into human language.

Hawthorne

Comparative studies are often usefu l because they allow  us to 

make observations and to draw conclusions w ith  some degree o f 

ob jectiv ity and au tho rity . In  our analysis here, fo r example, we can go a 

long way toward m in im izing c ritic a l sub jectiv ity by placing nineteenth- 

cen tury American allegory and cu ltu re  in  h is to rica l perspective. I f  we 

lim it ou r de fin ition  o f “cu ltu ra l values” to mean on ly  the m ajor 

philosophical trends o f a given tim e and place, we can then trace the 

evolutions o f allegory and philosophy to show how the genre has adapted 

to changing c u ltu ra l values. A t the very least, a b rie f com parative study 

o f philosophy and allegory w ill help us to establish a c ritic a l lexicon 

based on h isto rica l accuracy and to support our c la im  th a t allegory is a 

diverse and dynam ic lite ra ry  genre. Through com parative study, we can 

d is tingu ish  between eight basic types o f allegory, each w ith  fab u lis tic  

a n d /o r fig u ra i elem ents: classical, Jew ish, P a tris tic , P rotestant, 

Rom antic, in te llectua l, modem, and iro n ic . O f these, iro n ic  allegory is

12
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the predom inant narrative genre o f the Am erican renaissance and thus 

the focus o f our study. As we sha ll see, Hawthorne’s “The A rtis t o f the 

B eau tifu l” provides one o f the clearest illu s tra tio n s  o f iro n ic  allegory, 

w hile the arch itectu ra l m etaphor emerges as one o f the m ost s ign ifican t 

elem ents o f the genre.

I f  we are to understand how allegory has evolved in  response to 

c u ltu ra l changes, we should perhaps s ta rt w ith  m atters o f o rig in . The 

beginnings o f allegory date back to ancient Greece, a t a tim e when 

philosophers, searching fo r tru th , began to question classical m ythology 

and to assert a generally m etaphorical approach to lite ra ry  

in te rp re ta tion . Since the tim e o f Thales o f M iletus, the firs t philosopher 

o f h is to rica l record. W estern philosophy has been characterized by a 

fundam ental debate over m an’s capacity to know rea lity . Under the 

branch o f m etaphysics, th is  recu rring  debate has been represented by 

two a n tith e tica l theories: m aterialism  and idealism . According to the 

m ateria lists, a ll form s o f existence can be reduced to m atter; w hile  the 

idea lists, though acknowledging the external w orld, allow  fo r the 

existence o f non-m aterial, abstract form s, such as re lig ion and a rt, w hich 

they a ttrib u te  to the workings o f active m inds, o r even to a divine m ind. 

Under the branch o f epistemology, the rea lity  debate has been 

represented by the opposing theories o f ra tiona lism  and em piricism . The 

ra tio n a lis ts  advocate an a priori conception o f knowledge, in  w hich 

understanding is  obtained through reason, whereas the em piricists 

adhere to an a posteriori conception o f knowledge th a t comes through
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sense perception. To these broad categories can be added a neu tra l 

category th a t includes philosophical skepticism , w hich expresses 

profound doubt about the existence o f re a lity  altogether, and 

epistem ological skepticism , w hich expresses doubt no t in  the existence o f 

re a lity  itse lf b u t in  man's a b ility  to know a re a lity  inevitably beyond 

hum an perception.

Three basic approaches to these theore tica l categories are monism, 

dualism , and p lura lism —the belie f in  one, tw o, o r many irreducib le  

universal elem ents, respectively. Various applications o f these three 

approaches to the six theoretical categories have led to the m any 

comprehensive theories in  the Western in te lle c tu a l trad ition . Despite its  

m any variations, philosophy in  the West, under close scru tiny, betrays a 

fundam ental preoccupation w ith  a single tru th : the doubleness o f things. 

Indeed, the cen tra l am biguity o f human experience emerges as the 

common bond between philosophy and allegory. Both philosophers and 

allegorists contem plate fundam ental hum an T ru ths, such as the 

dilem m a o f u n ity  and d iversity. For example, the oppositions between 

m etaphysical m aterialism  and idealism  and between epistem ological 

rationalism  and em piricism  clearly para lle l the lite ra ry  opposition 

between fabulism  and figura lism . As we sh a ll see, though, obliqueness 

can be a source o f beauty when worked o u t in  lite ra ry  language, b u t in  

ra tiona l language irreconcilable paradox o ften leads to in te llec tua l 

frustra tio n .
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Among the firs t d iscip lined philosophers to consider the paradox o f 

hum an experience were those o f the Ion ian, o r M ilesian, School— 

m ate ria lis tic  m onists who shared a firm  be lie f th a t a ll na tu ra l 

phenomena are different form s o f a single prim ary substance. For Thales 

o f M iletus the primeuy substance was w ater, w h ile  fo r Anaximenes it  was 

a ir. Anaxim ander, however, pointed to an in tang ib le  and in fin ite  

substance th a t he called The U nlim ited, w hich is divided in to  fo u r basic 

opposites—h o t and cold, and wet and dry. Anaxim ander’s conception o f 

the universe as a battleground o f opposites, a force in  perpetual m otion, 

seems to con trad ict the notion o f kosmos as un iversal order. Indeed, the 

evolution in  th in k in g  w ith in  the M ilesian School, from  universal s ta b ility  

to un iversa l change, represents one o f the earliest cu ltu ra l responses to 

the paradox o f u n ity  and d iversity. A long w ith  the evolution from  

monism to p lu ra lism  came the tra n s itio n  from  m ateria lism  to idealism , 

for the great th inkers o f the W estern w orld increasingly rationalized the ir 

positions as they struggled to reconcile the countless contradictions tha t 

plagued th e ir own logical speculations. Some insisted th a t the universe 

is stable, th a t a ll paradoxes originate in  the m ind, b u t others argued tha t 

the re a lity  o f the universe is  change, th a t on ly re lative s ta b ility  is 

possible—a k in d  o f universal harm ony in  w hich hum an and d ivine 

reason u n ite .

Among those waging the debate over u n ity  and d ive rsity in  early 

Greece were the Heracliteans and Pythagoreans on one hand and the 

Eleatics on the other. The philosophers o f the H eraclitean School
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asserted th a t s ta b ility  is  an illu s io n . M uch like  Anaxim ander, H eraclitus, 

in  cla im ing fire  as the p rim ary substance o f the universe, described the 

w orld as a scene o f con flic tin g  opposites; yet he differed from  the 

M ilesian in  h is ra tiona l approach to change. According to H erbalists, 

fire , since it  is  the m ost flu c tu a tin g  o f a ll substances, is  the re a lity  o f the 

universe. He defined two essential movements o f th is  substance, upward 

and downward, and concluded th a t a relative s ta b ility  between these 

movements is  achieved in  the One, the idea o f God as an a ll-o rdering 

reason. Com bining his views o f conflicting opposites w ith  those o f the 

One, H erbalists developed the Logos Doctrine, w hich established tha t 

man could know rea lity  by looking a t the w orld firom the perspective of 

U niversal Reason; thus, he was one o f the firs t philosophers to assert 

th a t we cannot re ly w holly on o u r powers o f observation, th a t ou r senses 

often tric k  us. H erbalists’ m ajor contribu tion to philosophy was the 

concept o f u n ity  in  d iversity, o f the One as Many.

S im ila r to the Logos D octrine o f H erbalists is the Pythagorean 

philosophy called the transm igra tion o f souls, the be lie f th a t each soul 

comes from  God and is therefore the cause o f order in  m an, ju s t as God 

is the cause o f order in  the universe. Both the H eracliteans and 

Pythagoreans defined a m etonym ic re lationship between m an and God, 

part and whole, bu t Pythagoras went so fa r as to qu an tify  th is  

re lationsh ip in  terms o f num erica l ratios, w hich he derived firom the 

m usical scale. He associated beauty and goodness w ith  harm ony, which 

he claim ed resu lts firom correct proportions between the whole and its
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part. The F^rthagorean concept o f the “m usic o f the spheres," fo r 

example, describes a relative un iversal un ity , o r harm ony, in  w hich 

num bers are correctly proportioned. In  defining the m usical nature o f 

the universe, Pythagoras challenged the early M ilesian be lie f in  s ta b ility . 

The M ilesians reduced a ll rea lity  to m ateria l substance, yet H eraclitus 

suggested th a t maybe our senses cannot be trus ted  to te ll us about 

rea lity. Pythagoras attem pted to avoid th is  dilem m a by sh ifting  the focus 

from  the nature o f re a lity  to the structu re  o f re a lity ; and in  doing so, he 

highlighted the d is tin c tio n  between m atter and form  th a t would 

eventually divide the great philosophers Plato and A risto tle .

Even though H eraclitus claim ed fire  as the firs t substance o f the 

universe and Pythagoras claim ed num ber as the firs t substance, both 

men described a universe in  flu x  and both suggested th a t true s ta b ility , 

therefore, is  an illu s io n ; ye t in  developing th e ir ideas o f harm ony and o f 

the logos, they d id  allow  fo r states o f relative u n ity , o r dynam ic 

equ ilib rium , w hich resulted from  the s tru c tu rin g  o f hum an reason and 

Universal Reason. In  contrast, the E leatic philosophers, said to have 

founded the science o f logic, argued in  favor o f un iversa l s ta b ility  and 

u n ity . Zeno o f Elea, fo r example, achieved great fame by proposing a 

series o f logical paradoxes in  order to prove th a t a ll references to change 

are self-contradictory. He concluded th a t change is  an illu s io n , a by­

product o f lim ited  hum an reason. Another E leatic, Parmenides, once a 

p u p il o f Pythagoras, a ttrib u ted  the lim its  o f hum an reason to  the flaw s o f 

language. He claim ed th a t because re a lity  (Absolute Being) cannot be
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experienced by the  senses, the m ateria l w orld is  no t real. Thus it  was 

Parmenides who completed the s p lit between sense and reason, 

appearance and rea lity , and divided philosophy in to  two m ajor camps: 

m aterialism  and idealism . He also influenced the young Socrates, who 

after hearing Parmenides speak, developed the theory o f ra tio n a l 

idealism .

W ith the complete sp lit between appearance and rea lity , the 

re la tionsh ip  between u n ity  and d iversity became a fu ll-b low n paradox. 

M ate ria lis tic, skeptical, and idea lis tic  responses to th is  paradox were pu t 

fo rth  by the P lu ra lists, Sophists, and m oral philosophers, respectively. 

F irs t o f a ll, the P lu ra lis t Empedocles, in  try in g  to reconcile the concepts 

o f change and Being, broke from  the m onistic approach o f h is 

predecessors and su^ested th a t the w orld is composed o f fo u r 

irreducib le  elem ents: earth, a ir, fire , and water. The essence o f each 

elem ent rem ains constant, b u t various com binations o f elem ents create 

d iversity. S ta b ility  results from  the balance between two external forces. 

Love and Hate, w hich work to combine and separate the elem ents in  an 

eternal cycle. This dynam ic equ ilib rium  between Love and Hate parallels 

the up and down movements o f fire  described by H eraclitus and the 

num erical ra tios o f Pythagoras. U nlike these ea rlie r philosophers, 

Empedocles d id  no t a ttribu te  balance to  hum an o r divine reason, b u t the 

P lu ra lis t Anaxagoras did. According to h is theory o f cosmic evolution, 

the w orld was form ed by the action o f an eternal intelligence on chaos to 

create order. This intelligence he called the M ind; and thus i t  was he

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



19

who firs t a rticu la ted  the debate over existence in  term s o f m ind and 

m atter.

A second approach to the paradox o f hum an existence was the 

skepticism  o f the Sophists. Extrem ely practica l, the Sophists were more 

concerned w ith  hum an nature than w ith  the na ture  o f rea lity . Though 

not a ll o f them professed doubt about the existence o f absolute rea lity, 

they d id  doubt m an’s a b ility  to know th is re a lity . They claim ed th a t 

because change is  the law o f life , sensual experience a t one moment 

becomes obsolete the next; thu s they concluded th a t there are no 

objective standards o r values. Science and theology are useless, they 

argued, because they have no practica l value in  the present. This led the 

fam ous Sophist Protagoras to  proclaim , “Man is  the measure o f a ll 

th in gs.” Applying th e ir re la tiv is tic  ethics to the hum an condition, the 

Sophists replaced the old opposition between m ind and m atter, 

appearance and rea lity , w ith  a new opposition between convention and 

na ture . Most o f the Sophists valorized nature , b u t they condemned 

society fo r d iffe ren t reasons. Some com plained th a t c iv iliza tio n  d isrupts 

the n a tu ra l equa lity o f man by m aking some men slaves o f others, w hile 

o ther Sophists regretted th a t social laws in te rru p t the  n a tu ra l struggle 

fo r surviva l between the f it  and the u n fit. As we can see, these two 

approaches to convention and nature anticipate n ineteenth-century 

Rom anticism  and natura lism .

U nlike the P lu ra lists and Sophists, fin a lly , the  m oral philosophers 

defended a fundam entally id e a lis tic  position. Th is th ird  group o f
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in te llectua ls can be fu rth e r divided in to  two camps: the ra tio na lis ts  and 

the em piricists. R ational idealism  began w ith  Socrates, who taught th a t 

every person has an innate knowledge (“in n e r voice”) o f absolute tru th  

w ith in  the soul, and who concluded th a t the philosopher's m ission, 

therefore, is  to  help people discover tru th  by encouraging conscious 

reflection. Plato continued the w ork o f Socrates by contem plating the 

nature o f tru th  itse lf, and he eventually developed the theory o f Ideas, a 

pantheistic philosophy th a t a ttribu tes u ltim a te  rea lity  to the Absolute 

Idea o f the Good, w hich includes a ll low er Forms. This theory has a 

du a lis tic  aspect as w ell, fo r Plato distinguished between the realm s o f 

sense and reason. In h e ritin g  many o f h is  beliefs from  Parmenides, 

through Socrates, Plato fe lt th a t the w orld o f the senses is  unreal, th a t 

physical objects are im perfect copies o f Ideas. Sensory experience leads 

to contrad iction , he believed, w hile abstract form s such as m athem atics 

lead to absolute knowledge.

P lato’s own p u p il, A risto tle , critic ized  h is m aster’s separation o f 

form  from  m atter and m aintained th a t Ideas are contained w ith in  the 

physical objects themselves. According to A ris to tle ’s theory, known as 

ra tiona l em piricism , the on ly im m utable and pure form s, transcending 

the sensory w orld, are hum an and divine reason. A ris to tle ’s de fin ition  o f 

God as the “prim e mover” (firs t cause) o f the cosmos blends elements o f 

the theories o f H eraclitus and Pythagoras, w hile  h is advances in  the 

science o f logic fo llow  the E leatic tra d itio n . H is be lie f in  pure form s 

echoes the idealism  o f Socrates and Plato, b u t h is em phasis on biology
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instead o f m athem atics, sensory perception instead o f reason, parallels 

the m aterialism  o f the P lu ra lists. Thus, w h ile  the m ate ria lists reconciled 

the s p lit between appearance and rea lity  in  favor o f m atte r, and the 

ra tio n a l ideedists in  favor o f hum an reason—and w hile  the skeptics 

avoided the rea lity  debate altogether—A risto tle , in  b lending na tura l 

science and m oral philosophy, em piricism  and form alism , developed a 

comprehensive philosophy th a t provides a convincing response to the 

seeming paradox o f hum an knowledge and existence.

By the tim e o f A ris to tle ’s death in  322 BC, a ll o f the m ajor 

components o f W estern philosophy had been system atized in to  various 

theories: m aterialism , skepticism , and idealism ; ra tiona lism  and 

em piricism ; and m onism , dualism , and p lu ra lism . Later philosophical 

theories would be im ita tions o r com binations o f ancient theories. Most o f 

the theories from  the 4 ^  century BC to the 4 ^  century AD, fo r example, 

represent watered-down versions o f previous philosophies. The 

Epicureans reworked p lu ra lis t ideas in  order to allow  fo r the element o f 

chance, and thus a physical basis fo r free w ill. The Stoics drew from  the 

H eraclitean doctrine o f the One as Many in  order to form  the doctrine o f 

n a tu ra l law, w hich makes hum an nature the standard fo r evaluating 

laws and social in s titu tio n s . The Skeptics, o f course, continued the 

Sophist tra d itio n  o f pursu ing happiness by suspending absolute 

judgm ent, and the Neo-Platonists com bined Plato’s theory o f Ideas w ith  

re lig ious beliefs to construct a  h ierarch ica l view o f re a lity  w ith  the trin ity  

o f the  One, the Logos (P latonic form s), and the W orld Soul a t the top.
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hum an souls and n a tu ra l forces in  the m iddle, and physical objects a t 

the  bottom . Not u n til the emergence o f Scholasticism  in  the M iddle Ages 

w ould the debate over hum an existence and knowledge regain its  ea rlie r 

seriousness and in tensity .

As Greek philosophy evolved from  the M ilesian speculation about 

the prim ary substance to the H eraclitean-E leatic debate over u n ity  and 

d ive rsity to the ra tio n a l and em pirica l oppositions o f Plato and A risto tle , 

the status o f Greek lite ra tu re  altered considerably. Since the sc ien tific  

and in te llectua l theories o f the n a tu ra l and m oral philosophers 

challenged the va lid ity  o f classical m ythology, men such as Xenophanes 

objected to the lite ra l in te rpre ta tion  o f Homeric lite ra tu re . O thers 

defended the works o f Homer by cla im ing tha t the gods and goddesses 

dram atized by Homer are merely sym bolic representations o f n a tu ra l 

phenomena—th a t in  fact the im m orta l beings never existed—w hile s till 

others defended the Homeric epics as representations o f m oral v irtues. It 

is  here, in  the s h ift from  the lite ra l to the fabu lis tic  in te rp re ta tion  o f 

Homer, th a t classical allegory was bom . Inspired by the Homeric 

apologists, Greek philosophers began to use the o ld  m yths to teach new 

doctrines; they form ed from  the o ld  legends elaborate fables by w hich to 

illu s tra te  m oral lessons. According to  Madsen, an example o f “m yth 

allegorized by doctrine” (RA 31) is  the Heraclitean in te rp re ta tion  o f lin e  

14 from  Book One o f the Ilia d  (“Ocean, the b irth  o f gods, and Tethys th e ir 

m other”), w hich ca lls to  m ind the Heraclitean Logos.
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O rig ina ting  w ith  Hom eric apologetics, classical allegory came to 

represent the sym bolization o f doctrine as c ritics  began in te rp re ting  

entire texts, word by w ord, in  re lation to extrinsic philosophies. About 

th is  type o f pure fabulism  Plato had strong opinions. C enturies before 

Coleridge, he defended h is own theories o f ra tio na l idealism  by 

disparaging the a rb itra ry  nature o f a llegorical in te rp re ta tion ; he 

condemned allegory fo r its  obliqueness, fo r its  tendency to hide tru th . 

Given o u r understanding o f Plato’s ideal form s, we can suspect th a t Plato 

would have preferred a m etonym ic conception o f language. D raw ing on 

Plato’s objections, however, the Stoics pushed forw ard the notion th a t 

lite ra tu re  is  “an expression o f the fundam ental knowledge o f the poet, 

w hich is  hidden behind a ve il o f words th a t on ly the philosopher can 

remove” (Madsen, RA 33). The efforts o f the Stoics contribu ted to the 

sh ift from  the defensive stance o f the apologists to the more positive 

function  o f allegory, and by the close o f the classical period, the fab u lis tic  

approach to allegory, w hich “assumes a d irect sign ifying re la tionsh ip  

between te x tu a l signs and an extrinsic system o f ideas” (Madsen, RA 34), 

was firm ly  entrenched.

Like classical allegory, early Jew ish allegory is  characterized by a 

sh ift from  a defensive to a positive function , yet whereas classical 

allegory is  fab u lis tic , Jew ish allegory is  a com posite form  blending 

fabulism  and figura lism . The difference between the two approaches to 

the genre reflects the d iffe ren t a ttitudes o f the two cu ltu res. U n like the 

Greeks and Romans, who fo r the m ost p a rt conceived o f lite ra ry  texts as
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the a rb itra ry  constructions o f poets, the Jews believed the O ld Testament 

to be the word o f God. A t firs t, Jew ish apologists defended the 

Pentateuch against the external th re a t o f Greek philosophy, yet la te r 

rabb in ic  exegetes adopted a positive strategy in  order to reconcile the 

Law w ith  in te rna l changes in  Jew ish cu ltu re . This new approach to 

in te rp re ta tion  is  called m idrash, w hich can be divided in to  halakah (legal 

in te rpre ta tion) and aggadah (religious and nationa l in te rpre ta tion).

When we speak o f Jew ish sdlegory, we mean a ^ a d ic  m idrash, a 

somewhat free in te rp re ta tion  o f S crip ture w hich avoids textua l 

contrad ictions by allow ing fo r m u ltip le  meanings. As Madsen points out, 

m idrash generates “a punning style o f in te rp re ta tion  th a t reveals a 

polyvalence o f significance.” According to the Rabbis, “there was no 

con trad iction between con flic ting  in te rpre ta tions o f a given passage o f 

S crip tu re because the norm ative power, the tru th ,' o f Scripture was 

considered to be rich  enough to susta in  many d iffe re n t expressions” 

(Madsen, RA 37). A lthough both fabulism  and m idrash allow  fo r free 

in te rp re ta tion , the form er leads to the a rb itra ry  rep lacing o f one meaning 

fo r another, w hile the la tte r explores m u ltip le  facets o f a single, d ivinely 

insp ired  T ruth.

W hile classical and Jew ish apologists defended Homeric poetry 

and the O ld Testam ent, respectively, early C h ris tian  apologists faced the 

double challenge o f defending the B ible against H e llen istic philosophy 

and reconciling seeming contradictions between the  O ld and New 

Testam ents. In  lig h t o f th is  double jeopardy, it  is  no wonder th a t
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C hristian exegetes adapted allegory to th e ir purposes, fo r “allegorical 

in te rp re ta tion  provided a well-established m ethod o f reconciling 

con flic ting  cu ltu res; it  was shared by Greek philosophy and Jew ish 

theology and so was an obvious basis upon w hich to answer critic ism s o f 

C h ris tian ity” (Madsen, RA 41). U nlike classical and Jew ish allegory, 

though, C hristian  allegory is  thoroughly m etonym ic in  its  C hristie  

depiction o f the in te rio r re la tion between S crip ture and the ind iv idua l 

soul. The essence o f C hristian  figura lism  is  described in  the follow ing 

comprehensive passage;

The in d iv idu a l reading subject [enabled by the grace o f the 

Holy S p irit] is  linked to the entire  exegetical scheme by the 

concept th a t C hrist, as the s p iritu a l sense o f Scripture, 

corresponds to the image o f God th a t resides in  the 

ind iv idua l soul. This represents a new style o f allegorism — 

derived u ltim a te ly  from  St. Paul—a figu ra i form  th a t is the 

C hristian  counterpart to classical fabulism . U nderlying th is  

figu ra lism  is the idea o f God as an absolute being, the 

creator, and active ru le r o f the w orld; recognizable through 

His creatures and com prehensible through the logos; 

incarnate in  the flesh, the C hurch, and the B ib le . In  each o f 

these form s the m ystery o f C h ris t is  “figured” and it  is  th is  

C hristie  “figure” in  the soul th a t makes th is  m ystery 

apprehensible to man. The substitu tive  m etaphoric 

re fe re n tia lity  characteristic o f pagan allegorism  is  replaced
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w ith  in trin s ic  m etonym y—symbolisme o f a sort—whereby 

C hrist as the logos form s a k in d  o f Transcendental “Tenor” to 

a num ber o f tem poral m etonym ic “vehicles": the  B ible, the 

Church, the ea rth ly life  o f C hrist, and the C hristie  figure 

possessed by every hum an s o u l.. . .  As the one who 

transm its God’s view o f the w orld, the prophet can 

com m unicate only in  figures. Every de ta il o f S crip tu re is 

thus allegorical: the purpose o f exegesis therefore is  to 

discover the Savior’s re a lity  beneath every le tte r by 

investigating every figure  and correspondence as a potentia l 

“vehicle” to the C hristie  “Tenor.” (Madsen, RA 50, 51)

By speaking o f S cripture in  m etonym ic ra ther than m etaphorical term s, 

the early C hristians seem to have successfully m et the challenges o f th e ir 

Hebrew and H ellenistic c ritics , ye t by conceiving o f C hrist, the blending 

o f physical and sp iritu a l, as the logos th a t lin ks  the two testam ents. 

B ib lica l exegetes opened up an en tire ly  new controversy; fo r i f  the New 

Testam ent fu lfills  the O ld Testam ent, then w hat fu lfills  the New 

Testam ent? The two generic responses to th is  dilem m a o f re fe re n tia lity  

are P a tristic  allegory, w hich gives p rio rity  to the C hurch, and Protestant 

allegory, which p rio ritizes the in d iv id u a l sanctified soul.

R eturning to o u r discussion o f philosophy, we can see th a t 

P a tris tic  allegory emerged to some degree in  response to a c u ltu ra l s h ift 

du rin g  the M iddle Ages toward the need fo r a u th o rity  in  theological and 

philosophical speculation. A ttem pting to reconcile the G reek emphasis
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on reason w ith  the emphasis on re lig ious em otion in  the teachings o f 

C h rist and the apostles, medieval philosophers carried on the ancient 

m aterialism -idealism  debate th a t began w ith  the M ilesians and 

culm inated w ith  P lato and A risto tle . St. Augustine took a P latonic 

approach to reconcilia tion , w hile Scholastics such as S t. Thomas 

Aquinas favored A ris to te lian  philosophy. Like the Neo-Platonists, St. 

Augustine m aintained a somewhat a n ti-in te lle c tu a l stance. Believing 

th a t God is the absolute standard fo r a ll tru th , he concluded th a t m an’s 

knowledge o f re a lity  depends on God’s grace. A n tic ipa ting  Descartes, 

Augustine asserted th a t the very act o f th in k in g  confirm s m an’s re a lity  

and the existence o f absolute certa in ty, bu t he also m aintained th a t 

in te llectua l knowledge o f th is  ce rta in ty is im possible. According to 

Augustine, knowledge begins in  the m ind through God’s illu m in a tio n ; 

and then, as one draw s closer to God, knowledge leads to wisdom  and 

u ltim a te ly  tru th , w h ich exists on ly in  the soul, n o t in  the m ind. Thus, 

the epistemology o f Augustine is  characterized by the d is tin c tio n  between 

m ind and soul and by m an’s dependence on God’s grace and 

illu m in a tio n  fo r knowledge.

In  the 11*^, 12th, and 13**̂  centuries, the a u th o rity  o f A ugustin ian 

philosophy was challenged by the Scholastics, who nurtu red an intense 

concern fo r logic even though they d id  continue to valorize revelation 

over reason. The Scholastics waged an in te lle c tu a l battle  over the nature 

o f rea lity . The log ica l rea lists such as W illiam  o f Champeaux sided w ith  

Plato in  arguing fo r the independent existence o f un iversal abstractions.
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w hile the nom inalists such as R oscellinus sided w ith  A risto tle  in  the 

be lie f th a t on ly objects are real and th a t universals are m erely names. 

Applying re a lis tic  and nom inalistic concepts to the subject o f the T rin ity , 

Abelard, the fam ous pup il o f both Roscellinus and W illiam  o f 

Champeaux, developed the doctrine o f conceptualism , w hich states tha t 

although universals have no external rea lity , they are more than m erely 

names because they exist as ideas in  the m ind.

A nother response to the realism -nom inalism  co n flic t is  the double 

tru th  doctrine  firs t introduced by Averroes. A ttem pting to overcome the 

contrad ictions between A risto te lian philosophy and revealed re lig ion , he 

d istinguished between two separate systems o f tru th , a sc ien tific  body of 

tru th s  based on reason and a re lig ious body o f tru th s  based on 

revelation. St. Thomas Aquinas argued against the Averroists th a t the 

tru th s  o f fa ith  and the tru th s  o f reason cannot co n flic t b u t ra th e r apply 

to d iffe re n t realm s. Aquinas believed th a t the tru th s  o f n a tu ra l science 

and philosophy can be discovered by reasoning from  facts o f experience, 

whereas the tenets o f relig ion, such as the doctrine o f the T rin ity , are 

beyond ra tio n a l comprehension and m ust be accepted on fa ith . 

Consequently, Aquinas combined A risto te lian  science w ith  A ugustin ian 

theology; he distinguished between sense and in te lle c t, and between 

acquired knowledge and revealed knowledge.

By the end o f the M iddle Ages, the integrated system o f thought 

developed by Aquinas, w hich can be called n a tu ra l theology, replaced 

th a t o f Augustine as the au tho rita tive  philosophy o f the C atholic church.
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Yet both men were representative o f the M iddle Ages, and both favored 

the P atristic approach to S cripture. W restling w ith  the concepts o f 

revealed and acquired knowledge, the debate between realism  and 

nom inalism , and the d istinctions between m ind and soul, they concluded 

th a t m atters o f re lig ion are beyond ra tiona l com prehension and m ust 

therefore be accepted on fa ith . Because o f ou r in a b ility  to know tru th , 

they argued, we m ust conform  to the sacraments established by the 

C atholic Church; we need the Church to validate sacred texts since the 

in d iv idu a l soul lacks the a u tho rity  and a b ility  to do so.

According to the P a tristic  view defended by Augustine and 

Aquinas, d irect com m union w ith  God, w ithou t the m ediation o f the 

C hurch, is im possible. And so in  P atristic allegories we can expect to 

find  m ediating figures, v isib le  signs and ecclesiastical structures, th a t 

stand for the C hurch and serve to establish norm ative con tinu ity. In  

Piers Plowman, fo r example, many o f the personifications represent an 

ideal, grace-endowed C hurch. In  contrast to th is  type o f ecclesiological 

approach, Protestant allegories such as The Faerie Queen and P ilgrim ’s 

Progress take a s tric tly  C hristological approach. Redcross rejects the 

House o f Pride, w ith  its  prom ise o f objective va lid a tio n , in  favor o f the 

House o f Holiness, where he gains an awareness o f Providence and thus 

leam s to re ly solely on God.

S im ilarly, C hristian leam s, in  the House o f the  Interpreter, th a t 

certitude o f election can ne ither be objectively va lidated nor actively 

earned; th a t only through the subjective in te rp re ta tio n  o f S cripture and
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experience, revealed a priori and guided by fa ith , can the in d iv id u a l come 

to know  the m eaning o f h is own destiny. In  the d is tin c tio n  between 

C hurch and soul, then, we see the P a tristic and Protestant approaches to 

the problem  o f a llegorical desire, the search fo r perfect correspondence.

In  P a tris tic  allegory the emphasis is on gain ing o r losing salvation [quid 

agas), whereas in  P rotestant allegory, especially P uritan allegory, the 

focus is on the w orkings o f grace in  the soul (opus Dei) and on the 

in d iv id u a l’s search fo r the certa in ty o f election (Madsen, RA 107).

Like Augustine and Aquinas, P rotestant exegetes such as M artin  

Luther emphasized m an’s in a b ility  to know God’s rea lity  and h is 

subsequent dependence on grace, yet whereas P a tristic exegesis allows 

fo r the objective va lida tion o f grace by the ecclesiastical in s titu tio n , 

Protestant exegesis, in  m aking no such allowance, valorizes uncerta in ty 

in  in te rp re ta tion . In  one sense, the tra n s itio n  between P a tris tic  and 

P rotestant allegory represents a lite ra ry  response to a s ig n ifican t cu ltu ra l 

sh ift, beginning du rin g  the Renaissance, away from  the objective 

a u th o rity  o f the C hurch—and w ith  it  the d ivine rig h t m onarchies— 

toward a conception o f au tho rity  th a t is  increasing ly more subjective. In  

lite ra tu re , th is  c u ltu ra l s h ift is reflected in  the move from  P a tris tic  to 

P rotestant to Rom antic to modem allegory. In  theology it  is  seen in  the 

slow death o f God—as Catholicism  and P rotestantism  gave way firs t to 

Deism and then to Atheism . F inally, the in te lle c tu a l evo lu tion from  

m edieval to modem philosophy is  characterized by the move from  

Scholasticism  to Cartesian dualism  to « tis te n tia lism . As we sh a ll see.
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d u a lis tic  philosophical theories emerge as the clearest expression, in  

log ica l language, o f w hat we ca ll here allegorical desire.

W estern philosophy in  the ancient and m edieval periods, we 

remember, was characterized by b inary oppositions founded on the 

m etaphysical paradox o f u n ity  and d iversity and on the epistem ological 

paradox o f knowledge and existence. Even the Sophists, who tended to 

avoid m atters o f absolutes, dem onstrated d u a lis tic  th in k in g  in  th e ir 

separation o f convention and na ture . Indeed, though m ost ancient and 

m edieval theories were fundam entally m onistic o r p lu ra lis tic , m any did 

conta in  strong d u a lis tic  elem ents. The M ilesian Anaxim ander, fo r 

exam ple, explained h is concept o f the U nlim ited in  term s o f two essential 

con flic ts—between ho t and cold, wet and dry—and in  form ing h is Logos 

D octrine, H eraclitus argued th a t the One is affected by the up and down 

movements o f the prim ary substance, fire . Pythagoras reduced the 

universe to num erical ratios, and the P lu ra lis t Empedocles, though he 

allowed fo r fou r irreducib le  elem ents (earth, a ir, fire , and water), 

described an eternal cycle between the opposing forces o f Love and Hate.

Another P lu ra lis t Anaxagoras distinguished between m ind and 

m atter, w hich led to fu rth e r d is tinc tio ns by the idea lists between sense 

and reason, appearance and re a lity . The opposition o f ra tio na lis ts  such 

as Plato on one side and em p iric ists such as A ris to tle  on the other 

continued in  the M iddle Ages in  the form  o f the realism -nom inalism  

co n flic t. In  add ition  to th is  m etaphysical debate, m edieval th inkers, 

disagreeing about the re la tion between philosophy and theology, waged
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an epistem ological ba ttle  over revelation and reason. Undoubtedly, the 

in fluence o f m edieval theology on philosophy gave rise to theories w ith  

s ign ifican t d u a lis tic  elements. M ost notable among these are Augustine’s 

d is tin c tio n  between m ind and soul, the A verro ist double tru th  doctrine, 

and the comprehensive theories o f Aquinas.

As the m edieval view o f God as the source o f a ll tru th  gave way to 

the modem view o f the w orld as a vast m achine governed by physical 

laws, experience and reason became the sole standards o f tru th . B u t 

th is  fundam ental change represents a re tu rn  to classical origins ra th e r 

than an exploration in to  uncharted in te llec tua l te rrito ry . Even though 

Bacon did develop a new scientific method and was among the firs t to 

form ulate rules o f induction , and even though G alileo did create the 

science o f m echanics, the two men were no t so m uch scientific pioneers 

as successors o f the Greek na tu ra l philosophers; they were in  a m anner 

descendants o f the M ilesians. In  the same way, the dualism  o f Descartes 

represents a rew orking o f many ancient and m edieval ideas. Like 

Anaxagoras, Descartes distinguished between m ind and body, and as 

w ith  A risto tle  he took a scientific approach to knowledge. In  d irect 

im ita tio n  o f Augustine he deduced the re a lity  o f h is own existence, and 

the existence o f God, from  the act o f h is own reasoning—to w hich his 

fam ous axiom cogito, ergo sum  testifies—and he accepted the tra d itio n a l 

re lig ious doctrine o f the im m orta lity  o f the soul. F ina lly, like  Averroe he 

advocated a doctrine o f double tru th s  w hile o ffering no theories as to how 

these tru th s  can be reconciled.
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W hen we speak o f modem philosophy in  term s o f C artesian 

dualism , then, we m ust keep in  m ind the classica l roots o f the 

m aterialism -idealism  con flic t. More im portan tly, we should realize tha t 

dualism  is  in  essence the philosophical counterpart to in te rpre tive  and 

narrative allegory, fo r each o f these represents a profound response to 

the hum an paradox. I t  m ust be adm itted, however, th a t whereas the 

a rtis tic  approach to paradox often leads to the poetic beauty o f 

am biguity, the logical approach can lead to fru s tra tio n , d iscord, and 

endless debate. Modem philosophers have continued the age-long 

search fo r reconcilia tion o f the paradox o f hum an existence. M aterialists 

such as Hobbes attem pted to solve the m ind-body dilem m a by reducing 

the m ind to the in tem al m otions o f the body. Spinoza, in  h is  theory 

known as psychophysical paralle lism , explained th a t the m ind and body, 

as two form s o f the same substance, seem to affect one another w ithout 

actua lly doing so. Locke blended the Cartesian d ivision between m ind 

and body w ith  the m echanistic description o f nature to form  h is theory o f 

modem em piricism ; he claim ed th a t sensation provides the m ateria l for a 

posteriori knowledge o f the extem al w orld and reflection the m ateria l for 

a priori knowledge o f the m ind.

By em phasizing the role o f the m ind, Locke made epistem ology the 

p rin c ip a l concem  o f modem philosophy, and thu s in troduced an element 

o f skepticism ; fo r the w orld outside the m ind, he argued, cannot be 

proven w ith  certa inty. Expanding on Locke’s em piricism , Berkeley 

developed the idea listic theory known as phenom enalism , the  idea tha t

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



34

sensory phenomena are the only objects o f knowledge, w hile Hume, 

taking Locke’s skepticism  to the extreme, used Berkeley’s own beliefs 

against h im  in  order to argue th a t knowledge o f both the extem al w orld 

o f m atter and the in te m a l w orld o f the m ind is  im possible. In  an attem pt 

to reconcile the co n flic t between em piricism  and rationa lism , Kant 

developed a comprehensive system o f philosophy s im ila r to the earlier 

integrated systems o f A risto tle , Averard, and Aquinas. According to 

Kant, knowledge comes from  experience itse lf, b u t the m ind imposes 

form s (such as causality, substance, space, and tim e) on th is  experience 

to give it  order. Kant’s m ajor con tribu tion  to philosophy is h is d is tin c tio n  

between the phenomenal w orld o f hum an experience, w hich can be 

tested sc ien tifica lly , and the noum enal w orld th a t transcends hum an 

experience and can be understood on ly by the m ind. Like h is medieval 

predecessors, then, K ant defined two types o f knowledge; yet whereas the 

Scholastics valorized knowledge revealed to the soul over em pirica l 

knowledge, Kant rem ained essentially agnostic, a llow ing on ly fo r 

deductive and lim ited  inductive knowledge.

Kant’s c ritic a l idealism , also known as Transcendentalism , was 

challenged by various philosophers who pointed o u t a fundam ental flaw  

in  the concept o f Ding an sich (“the th in g  in  its e lf) . Jacobi, fo r example, 

observed th a t one cannot get in to  K ant’s system  w ith o u t the Ding an sich 

and th a t w ith  it  one cannot stay in  the system. And so, as w ith  Hume’s 

response to Berkeley, Jacobi and others used K ant’s own words against 

h im . K ant had argued th a t investigation o f the hum an capacity fo r
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knowledge should precede investigation o f the w orld, b u t fo llow ing th is  

same logic, h is c ritics  pointed out th a t investigation o f o u r capacity to 

know should be preceded by an investigation o f ou r capacity to 

investigate. Pointing to the self-contradictory nature o f the th in g -in - 

itse lf, and the paradox o f form  and content, the post-Kantians, like  the 

Rom antics, stressed the im portance o f fa ith , em otion, and a rt. T heir own 

philosophy, absolute idealism , represents an op tim istic  attem pt to escape 

the fundam ental absurd ity  o f Kantian philosophy. Hegel’s d ia lectic, fo r 

example, presents an op tim istic  approach in  which co n flic t and 

contrad iction are essential elements o f tru th , and in  w hich tru th  its e lf is 

regarded as a process. According to Hegel, cosmic reason, the u ltim ate  

source o f rea lity , develops from  the abstract to the concrete through a 

d ia lectica l process o f tria d ic  stages, each contain ing a thesis, an 

antithesis, and a higher state o f synthesis. By equating the processes o f 

thought to those o f nature and h istory, Hegel revived the ra tio n a lis t claim  

th a t absolute knowledge o f rea lity can be obtained.

D uring the nineteenth century, the philosophical speculations o f 

Kant and Hegel had a trem endous influence on lite ra ry  a rtis ts . W riters 

o f the Enlightenm ent had valorized the painted image as an im ita tio n  o f 

nature, a sign o f un iversal order. S tressing subject m a tte r as the basis 

fo r aesthetic judgm ent, they m aintained th a t the purpose o f a rt is  to 

make the invis ib le  v is ib le , to  convert non-sensory feelings and thoughts 

in to  concrete presences. The m im etic im agination dom inated the 

eighteenth century, and the poetic image served a key ro le in  the process
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o f associative analogy. In  contrast to the a rtis ts  o f the Enlightenm ent, 

those o f the nineteenth century valorized m etaphor over m im esis, and 

the organic conception o f im agery replaced the idea o f symbol as 

representation. European Romantics such as Goethe and Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge conceived o f m etaphor as d ia lectica l between subject and 

subject, ra ther than between subject and object. For them , the purpose 

o f a rt is  no t ju s t translucence, as w ith  associative analogy, b u t also 

synthesis—an in tersubjective, interpersonal u n ity  between m ind and 

nature. Because o f th is  d is tinc tio n , c ritics  often use the term s sympathy 

or affinity ra ther than analogy when defining the role o f the Rom antic 

image.

Ju s t as Plato had condemned the a rb itra ry  nature o f classical 

allegory, Coleridge critic ized  the fabu lis tic  elements in  the B ib lica l 

exegesis o f his day. D isparaging w hat he called the “hollowness o f 

abstractions” and the “contagion” o f mechanic philosophy, Coleridge 

believed th a t the Scriptures are the “ liv in g  educts o f the im agination,” 

w hich give “b irth  to a system o f symbols, harm onious in  themselves, and 

consubstantial w ith  the tru th s  o f w hich they are the conductors” (660). 

In  the Scriptures, he w rites, facts and persons have tw o-fold significance 

(past and fu ture , tem porary and perpetual, p o rtra it and ideal). This 

m etonym ic vision o f tru th  and language, ak in  to the absolute idealism  o f 

the post-Kantian philosophers and constitu ting  the foundation o f 

Coleridge’s organic theory o f poetry, presents an appealing a lte rna tive to 

a “com fortless re lig ion” th a t “ recognizes no m edium  between literal and
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metaphorical” When no such m edium  is  allowed, fa ith  is  e ithe r “buried 

in  the dead le tte r” o r i t  is  “usurped by a counte rfe it p roduct o f the 

m echanical understanding, which in  the blindness o f self-com placency 

confounds symbols w ith  allegories” (Coleridge 661).

According to Coleridge, allegory “ is  b u t a transla tion  o f abstract 

notions in to  a picture-language w hich is  its e lf nothing b u t an abstraction 

from  objects o f the senses; the princip le  being more w orthless even than 

its  phantom  proxy, bo th  a like unsubstan tia l, and the form er shapeless to 

boot.” On the other hand, he w rites th a t sym bol “is characterized by a 

translucence o f the special in  the in d iv id u a l o r o f the general in  the 

especial o r o f the general in  the un iversal. Above a ll by the translucence 

o f the eternal through and in  the tem poral.” In  other w ords, symbol 

“abides its e lf as a liv in g  pa rt in  th a t u n ity  o f w hich it  is  the 

representative” (Coleridge 661). Coleridge’s association o f allegory w ith  

m echanical understanding is unfortunate because in  ignoring  the double 

aspect o f the genre, w ith  its  fabu lis tic  and fig u ra i elem ents, he seems to 

con trad ict his own assertions regarding the tw o-fo ld significance o f 

S cripture. And as we have already noted, the Rom antic renam ing o f 

allegory and symbol created a fundam ental debate about the nature o f 

the poetic image th a t has dom inated lite ra ry  c ritic ism  ever since.

U ltim ate ly, Rom antic allegory can be distinguished from  Protestant 

allegory by its  rad ica l sub jectivity. Coleridge and other Rom antics 

substitu ted  the m ystica lly inspired im agination o f the poets fo r the in ne r 

voice o f the m oral philosophers and fo r the revealed knowledge o f the
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B ib lica l prophets. By valorizing the poetic genius, they contribu ted to 

the general erosion o f the B ible 's privileged sta tus in  society as the 

u ltim ate  standard o f tru th . In  th is  respect, the tra n s itio n  from  

Protestant to  Rom antic allegory reflects the larger cu ltu ra l s h ift to  a less 

doctrina l and a more lite ra ry  approach to re lig ion . The new approach, 

expressed poetica lly in  Rom antic allegory, preached a somewhat 

pantheistic message, fo r God, in  the presence o f N ature, replaced C hrist 

as logos, and secular lite ra tu re  replaced the B ible as proof-text. 

Rem iniscent o f the M ilesian preoccupation w ith  the prim ary substance is 

the Rom antic notion o f God as the o rig in a iy  One, the absolute 

Transcendental signified—the fu lfillm e n t o f a llegorica l desire.

When the allegorical desire fo r u n ity  and perfect correspondence is 

worked ou t in  rhe torica l ra the r than poetic language, as it  was during 

the Am erican renaissance, the re su lt is  a form  o f d ia lectic, s im ila r to 

Romantic allegory, called Transcendental o r in te lle c tu a l allegory, which 

emerged as a d irect response to the C a lv in ist legacy. In  seeming to 

reconcile the ancient and C hristian  senses o f general and singu la r 

iden tity, respectively, C alvinism  placed the burden o f in te rp re ta tion  on 

one's a b ility  to  fin d  id e n tity  in  the face o f God (Hansen 62). D raw ing on 

th is  tra d itio n , Ralph Waldo Emerson linked philosophy and aesthetics to 

develop the idea o f tru th  as m etaphor. Believing the se lf to be a 

necessary contrad iction , Emerson m aintained th a t language needs to be 

high ly m etaphoric in  order to allow  fo r m ediation between in te rio r and 

exterior. Here the m ediator is  the Transcendental image.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



39

U nlike the Rom antic image, w hich suggests a m u tu a l re lationship 

between fact and sym bol, the Transcendental image s u ^e s ts  

con tinua tion ; fo r if  every fact is a symbol, Emerson po in ts ou t, then we 

m ust choose from  an in fin ite  num ber o f sym bols to achieve a coherent 

image o f one world. “ In  rhe to rica l term s,” Madsen notes, “th is  sequence 

could be described as a seria l attem pt to transform  m etaphor in to  

m etonym y, whereby the vehicle would become an in teg ra l p a rt o f a 

Transcendental tenor” (RA 86). As we can see, Em erson’s allegorical 

thought—the conceptualization o f sym bolic con tinua tion  in  the search 

fo r tru th —is in  essence the a rtis tic  expression o f the Hegelian dia lectic o f 

thesis, antithesis, and synthesis.

S ubstitu ting  fo r d ia lectic the term  allegoresis, O la f Hansen 

describes the process by w hich Emerson, Thoreau, and o ther Am erican 

Transcendentalists approached the paradoxical cond ition  o f man 

through “the conscious s tru c tu rin g  o f a specific experience in  a series o f 

tropes and rhetorica l configurations” (48). In  Aesthetic Ind ividua lism  

and P ractica l In te llect, perhaps the finest c ritic a l w ork on the uniquely 

Am erican genre in te llec tua l allegory, Hansen w rites th a t the “centra l 

force” o f Emerson’s concept o f id en tity  is  the assum ption th a t the se lf 

includes no t only the p o ss ib ility  b u t also the necessity o f self- 

con trad iction . I t  was Emerson, then, who “in troduced the idea o f self­

reference as a ra tio na lly  and philosophically inevitable foundation o f a 

possible sense o f se lf and iden tity” (Hansen 64). In  the tra d itio n  o f 

Em erson’s essays, Thoreau’s journa ls, m asterpieces o f self-reference.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



40

compile the a rtis t’s efforts to  keep the hum an paradox in  m otion. The 

“dualism  between self-denial and self-reference,” revealed in  Thoreau’s 

most private observations, is  the “logical consequence o f w orking ou t the 

structure  o f the paradox in  question” (Hansen 136).

Taken together, Emerson’s essays and Thoreau’s jo u rn a ls , prim e 

examples o f allegoresis, h igh lig h t both the possib ilities and the 

lim ita tions o f rhe toric th a t relies on the logic o f m etaphor (Hansen 64). 

For the reader, the journa ls and essays can be as exhausting and 

discouraging as chasing the horizon. Every synthesis prom ises 

com pletion, satisfaction, b u t delivers instead new oppositions a t every 

tu rn . We grasp fo r the tru th  b u t it  eludes us—always beyond ou r reach. 

The experience o f the Am erican Transcendentalists teaches us th a t 

perfect u n ity  between the se lf eind Nature, subject and object, can never 

be achieved. We can never recover the lo s t Eden. Yet the a rtis try  o f 

in te llectua l allegory lies in  the beautifu l fru s tra tio n  o f u n fu lfille d  

allegorical desire. I f  the Transcendental poets fa il to lead us back to 

paradise, they do succeed in  unm asking the tragic na tu re  o f the hum an 

condition. W ith each m etaphor they create a “m om entary balance 

between the un iversal tru th  and its  on ly possible rea liza tion  in  the shape 

o f flu id  personal experience” (Hansen 104). T h^r open fo r us, i f  no t a 

door, a t least a porthole, through w hich we glim pse the face o f God.

By the dawn o f the tw entieth century, the pantheism  o f the 

Romantics and Transcendentalists, as w e ll as the P a tris tic , Efrotestant, 

and D eistic approaches to T ru th  and d ivine being, were beginning to be
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replaced by a more lim ited , secular, and fundam entally existen tia l 

conception o f relative tru th  in  w hich am oral h isto ry, n o t God o r Nature, 

serves as the measure o f a ll hum an experience. A fte r K ant and Hegel, 

W estern philosophy branched in to  two m ajor d irections—one stressing 

em otional, irra tio n a l, and subjective experience, the o the r stressing 

ra tio n a l and objective experience. The ra tiona l path was taken p rim a rily  

by Am erican philosophers, who continued the e m p iric is t tra d itio n  by 

stressing induction and experim ental science. They form ulated the 

theory o f pragm atism , w hich claim s th a t the value o f a concept depends 

on the predictions th a t can be made by use o f the concept and th a t can 

be verified by fu tu re  experience. W illiam  James, fo r exam ple, m aintained 

th a t a ll tru th  should be evsduated according to its  usefulness in  solving 

problem s, w hile Dewey’s theory o f experim ental na tu ra lism  emphasized 

the biological and social basis o f knowledge.

O bjective in te llectua l theories such as pragm atism  and 

experim ental na tura lism  are reflected in  the lite ra ry  tra d itio n s  o f realism  

and na tura lism . Modernism , however, is  more closely associated w ith  

the subjective theories pursued by European philosophers. Rejecting 

Hegel’s op tim istic  fa ith  in  reason and progress, fo r instance, 

Schopenhauer m aintained th a t both nature and hum an ity are products 

o f an irra tio n a l w ill, from  w hich people can escape on ly  through a rt and 

through philosophical renuncia tion  o f the desire fo r happiness.

Nietzsche carried Schopenhauer’s theories fu rth e r by m aking the w ill-to - 

power the source o f a ll value and stressing the values o f in d iv id u a l self-
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assertion, b io logical in s tin c t, and passion. In  the same m anner, 

Kierkegaard attacked the Hegelian em phasis on reason, and h is defense 

o f feeling and sub jectiv ity  la id  the foundation fo r modem existentia lism .

Contem porary philosophy, fin a lly , has been dom inated by 

lin g u is tic  concerns. Santayana and Adams stressed in te llec tua l and, like  

Schopenhauer, aesthetic values; and H usserl returned to epistem ological 

considerations in  h is  theory o f phenomenology. B u t analytic philosophy 

has had the m ost lasting  im pact on post-m odern thought. P ractitioners 

o f th is  approach, w hich is also called lin g u is tic  analysis, attem pt to avoid 

am biguous language by identifying the m eaning o f words w ith  th e ir 

common usage. This lin g u is tic  approach breaks w ith  tra d itio n a l 

epistemology and is  more closely linked  to lite ra ry  c ritic a l theory. O ur 

cu rren t study o f allegory is in  some ways a form  o f lin g u is tic  analysis 

because in  exploring the quest fo r tru th  in  term s o f lite ra ry  expression 

and in te rp re ta tion , we are in  fact lin k in g  epistemology, ling u is tics, and 

aesthetics.

C ritica l theory in  our day seems to have swallowed up philosophy 

and theology. A ncient and medieval th inke rs made little  d is tin c tio n  

between philosophy, theology, and science, fo r a ll three discip lines 

addressed issues o f ontological significance. Theologians o f the 

Renaissance and Enlightenm ent continued the quest fo r meaning, 

though th e ir em phasis changed from  the ecclesiastical to the 

C hristological; w h ile  scientists, freed from  questions o f being by the 

p ro life ra tion  o f D e istic attitudes, pursued a more m ethodical exp loration
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o f m echanical and physical princip les. Modem philosophers, in  the 

m eantim e, were heralding the epistem ological age. W ith the s h ift in  

im portance from  being to know ing came the pre-em inence o f the 

C artesian paradox between subject and object. In  the early nineteenth 

century, philosophers and theologians seem to have jo ined forces once 

again, th is  tim e in  opposition to the scientists, m atching th e ir pantheistic 

re lig ion o f organic Nature against the m echanical and a rtific ia l 

encroachm ents o f hum an invention.

Rom antic and Transcendentalist w rite rs embraced the absolute 

idealism  o f the post-Kantians, believing u ltim a te ly  th a t the hum an 

paradox could be resolved by the m ystic capacity o f the w ritte n  word and 

the special in s ig h t o f the poet. They privileged the Im agination as a way 

to escape the solipsism  o f sub jectiv ity by shaping experience in to  rea lity. 

Yet the claim s o f the Romantics and Transcendentalists th a t “S cripture 

is essentia lly poesis produced by the kind o f insp ired  vision th a t the poet 

possesses in  greatest degree” (Madsen, RA 120) reduced the B ib le to the 

status o f insp ired poetry and led post-Rom antics to challenge the 

“notions o f a u n ita ry  subject and a un ita ry  end to  h isto ry" (Madsen, RA 

123). And so whereas the nineteenth century began w ith  the s h ift in  

cu ltu ra l em phasis from  the d ivine insp ira tion  o f the prophets to the 

in d iv id u a l poetic genius, it  ended w ith  a new s h ift away from  the 

in d iv id u a l tow ard the im personal cu ltu ra l forces th a t shape a rtis tic  

tastes. In  place o f a figu ra i subject, the modem form  o f “ fa b u lis tic  

allegory draws upon the supplem entarity o f a reader who supplies
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conventional signifîeds fo r indeterm inate m etaphoric signifîers.. . .  the 

in d iv idu a l genius valued by Rom anticism  gives way to  the cu ltu ra lly  

constitu ted discursive subject prized by poststructu ra lism ” (Madsen, RA 

123).

Today the lin g u is tic  age has overthrow n the epistem ological age.

The tran s ition  in  au tho rity  from  S cripture to secular texts to h istory has 

m arked the demise o f logocentrics. Language, in  o the r words, has been 

cu t loose from  the anchor o f being. A ttem pting to avoid the m oralism  o f 

theology and the Cartesian paradox o f modem philosophy, c ritica l 

theorists o f the tw entieth century have preached instead a form  o f 

secular pantheism , in  w hich language its e lf is the prim e mover, the 

un iversa l One. The New C ritics, who sought to m a in ta in  the autonomy 

o f poetic language against vast socio-politica l theories such as Marxism , 

privileged symbol over allegory, w hile fo r the po st-s tru ctu ra lis ts , allegory, 

“by assum ing the p rio rity  o f language over experience, is valued as a less 

“m ystified ’ m ethod o f figu ra tion” (Madsen, RA 122). Contem porary c ritics  

have resisted w hat they ca ll the to ta lita rian ism  o f sym bolism ; they have 

discouraged closure and celebrated em ancipation through the play o f 

language.

Perpetual play, so im portant to the po st-s tru ctu ra lis ts , is clearly a 

d istingu ish ing  m ark o f allegory. P rotestant allegory, we recall, is 

d istinguished from  P a tristic allegory by its  va lo riza tion  o f the uncerta in ty 

o f in te rp re ta tion , and the American Transcendentalists engaged in  both 

o ra l and w ritten  d ia lectic. Modem allegory represents a blending o f these
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two form s w ith  elements o f classica l allegory. Like in te llec tua l allegory, 

m odem allegory presents a form  o f d ia lectic, ye t whereas the fo rm er is  

based on the essentia lly id ea lis tic  be lief in  the possib ility  o f poetic u n ity , 

the la tte r form  has a decidedly skeptical foundation. In  th is  sense it  

resembles P rotestant allegory, though it  d iffe rs  in  its  m etaphorical 

approach to language. For the Protestants, d ivine grace m ediates 

between the soul and the extem al w orld and allows the in d iv id u a l to gain 

ce rta in ty  o f election. In  the same way, the Transcendentalists conceived 

o f the inspired Im agination as a lin k  between in te rio r and exte rior. 

Modem allegorists, however, m ake no allowances fo r such in trin s ic  

revelation.

In  valorizing m etaphor over metonymy, fabulism  over figu ra lism , 

modem allegory is  linked w ith  classical allegory. Despite th e ir common 

ground on textua l m atters, however, classical and modem allegorists 

diverge on m atters contextual. The language o f Homer’s epics m ay be 

a rb itra ry , w ith  extrins ic m eaning im ported to an encoded text, b u t the 

ancient philosophers m aintained th a t the tru th s  behind, or ra th e r 

beyond, the words are nonetheless absolute. And so they used the  fables 

to in s tru c t th e ir readers, to expound m oral doctrines. In  con trast, th e ir 

m odem counterparts, com ing from  an existen tia l perspective, suggest 

th a t i f  w ritten  te x t is  a rb itra ry  then maybe its  context is as w ell. They 

tend to see a ll tru th s  as relative, beyond the te x t perhaps b u t never 

beyond the m ind o f the composer. Thus, m odem  allegory, m etaphorical 

in  nature, is an existentia l and skeptical form  o f classical a llegory. I t
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exh ib its  the lin g u is tic  play o f Jew ish and in te lle c tu a l allegory, b u t its  

polyvalence ceases to be a means to an end and becomes sim ply the end 

in  itse lf. And fin a lly , like  P rotestant allegory, it  valorizes uncerta in ty, 

a lthough now the focus is n o t on the assurance o f election b u t ra th e r on 

the post-s tructu ra l ethics o f ju s tice  and freedom.

Iron ica lly , in  discouraging closure and celebrating freedom, the 

po st-s tru ctu ra lis ts  have in  fa c t pinioned hum anity. J u s t as p o litica l 

correctness breeds conform ity where it  would prom ote d iversity, so, too, 

does contem porary c ritica l theory ris k  dehum anization, as the re a lity  o f 

the se lf is  lost in  the play o f language. I f  we are released from  the 

“oppressive m ora lity” o f an absolute, or a t least a cu ltu ra lly  shared, value 

system , then we are im m ediately trapped w ith in  an equally oppressive 

system  o f language. As Madsen notes, the “m etonym ic trope o f fig u ra i 

allegory has assim ilated the dua l functions o f p a rt and whole; the 

narcissism  im p lic it in  Em ersonian sym bolism  is realized by th is  

a llegorica l self-absorption” fRA 126). Since language is both pa rt and 

whole, and the Transcendental signified is  therefore absent, h is to ry  is 

reduced to a series o f random , disconnected events (Madsen, RA 

126,127). It  is th is  very conception o f am oral h is to ry  th a t is  represented 

in  modem allegory—a self-defin ing genre, m arked by its  series o f 

a rb itra rily  related signs, th a t echoes the mood o f tw entie th -centu ry 

society, w hich struggles w ith  the modem c ris is  o f reference as it  seeks to 

define its e lf in  the absence o f absolute standards o f tru th .
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Negotiating between oppression and libe ra tion , correspondence 

and divergence, modem allegory creates a necessary balance w hich 

W alter Benjam in calls dem ystification. Since man is  shackled by 

language, Benjam in asserts, and thus can never know rea lity , then we 

m ust abandon the quest fo r a single and to ta liz ing  norm ative m eaning 

and seek instead to reclaim  shared c u ltu ra l values from  m arginalized 

h is to ry. Paul de Man, on the other hand, seems to re ject the po ssib ility  

o f shared values. W orking against bo th  ind iv idua l and c u ltu ra l idealism , 

he pu ts fo rth  a “post-structu ra l doctrine o f lin g u is tic  indeterm inacy” 

(Madsen, RA 129) th a t focuses not on the past, as w ith  Benjam in, b u t on 

the existen tia l present. For de Man, dem ystification is a process o f 

d isrup tion  th a t reveals the void between language and objective re a lity , a 

re fe rentia l gap th a t u ltim a te ly  reveals the paradox o f hum an experience 

and the resu lting  irony o f norm ative discourse.

So fa r we have traced the evolution o f Westem philosophy from  

m ateria lism  to idealism  to existentia lism  and the para lle l development o f 

allegory from  fabulism  to figura lism  and then back to fabulism . For 

ancient philosophers, m etaphorical lite ra ry  language, though a rb itra ry , 

provided a necessary m edium  w ith  w h ich to explore do ctrina l certa in ties, 

w h ile  fo r the Jew ish and C hristian prophets it  was d iv ine ly inspired 

S crip tu re th a t mediated between God and the in d iv idu a l soul. The 

European Romantics and the Am erican Transcendentalists o f the 

nineteenth century privileged the organic, m etonym ic re la tionsh ip 

between language and the poetic Im agination, whereas tw entie th-century
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authors have employed m etaphorical language as a way to balance the 

oppressiveness o f h is to rica l discourse w ith  the n ih ilis tic  po ten tia l o f to ta l 

personal freedom. In  ou r b rie f com parative study, we have seen th a t the 

seven types o f allegory discussed to th is  p o in t—classical, Jew ish, 

P a tris tic , Protestant, Rom antic, in te llectua l, and modem—reflect 

d iffe ren t cu ltu ra l approaches to the nature o f tru th  and the problem o f 

reference; however, not a ll allegorical w orks, we m ust adm it, f it  neatly 

in to  these seven categories. The short stories and novels o f Hawthorne 

and M elville, fo r example, e xh ib it m ixed m etaphorical and metonymic 

elem ents. For th is reason, we m ust define an eighth type o f allegory, 

iro n ic , w hich thrived in  nineteenth-century Am erica.

Iron ic allegory is perhaps more closely associated w ith  Jewish 

allegory than w ith  any o f the other six types o f the genre. M idrash, we 

remember, combines the m etonym ic view o f language w ith  a freedom o f 

in te rp re ta tion  characteristic o f fabulism . In  the same way, iron ic allegory 

is a form  o f m ixed narrative. The fundam ental difference between the 

two kinds, however, is th a t rabbin ica l exegetes used the play o f language 

to illu s tra te  the com plexity o f God, as revealed in  the w ritte n  word, 

whereas iron ists prom ote free in te rpre ta tion  in  order to expose the 

am bigu ity o f the universe. Another way to understand iro n ic  allegory is 

by reca lling  the d istinctions between in te lle c tu a l and m odem  allegory. 

The Transcendentalists employed rhe torica l d ia lectic in  the quest fo r 

poetic u n ity , w hile th e ir successors have used d ia lectic as a way o f 

res is ting  closure. Iron ic allegory represents a bridge between nineteenth-
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century and tw entie th -centu ry sdlegory, fo r even though iro n is ts  do make 

use o f poetic d ia lectic , th ^  m ainta in  a c ritic a l stance by resisting both 

the idea lis tic  optim ism  o f the Romantics and Transcendentalists and the 

existen tia l freedom  o f the m odernists.

Perhaps it  is  no coincidence th a t iro n ic  allegory th rived  in  Am erica 

during  the m iddle o f the nineteenth century. H a lf way between 

Rom anticism  and m odernism , and ju s t p rio r to  the C iv il W ar and the 

pre-em inence o f lite ra ry  realism  and na tu ra lism , w rite rs o f the Am erican 

renaissance found themselves caught in  the m iddle o f sweeping 

h is to rica l and c u ltu ra l changes, such as the establishm ent o f the 

ra ilroad, the s p lit between northern in d u s try  and southern agricu lture, 

and the general tra n s itio n  from  ru ra l to urban society. From  th is 

“m iddle” perspective, Nathaniel Hawthorne no doubt noted the 

dangerous, self-absorbing idealism  o f h is Rom antic predecessors, ju s t as 

he anticipated the equally dangerous, self-neglecting pragm atism  o f h is 

G ilded Age successors. In  many ways, therefore, the overrid ing 

ambivalence o f h is w ork appears to be the product o f an a rtis tic  

se n sib ility  th a t sim p ly would not allow  h im  to  choose between the lesser 

o f two evils, both o f w hich would am ount to ob livion. C aught as he was 

in  the herm eneutic circle , Hawthorne rem ained true  to the hum an heart.

W hen w ritin g  o f the hum an heart, Hawthorne seems to have m eant 

som ething qu ite  d iffe ren t than the re a lity  o f hum an experience. In  h is 

preface to The House o f the Seven Gables, fo r instance, he w rites th a t 

a lthough the w rite r o f romances m ay take libe rties w ith  veris im ilitude , he
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“sins unpardonly so fa r as [he] may swerve aside from  the  tru th  o f the 

hum an heart" (Hawthorne, House v ii). Hawthorne’s apparent d istinction  

here between tru th  and fact seems to echo the m edieval Scholastic 

d is tin c tio n  between revealed and acquired knowledge, as w e ll as the 

double tru th  doctrine o f Averroes. This is no t su rp ris ing  when we 

consider the im portant im pact o f K antian philosophy—derived from  

Aquinas among others—on nineteenth cen tu iy  a rt. I f  we can say tha t 

the Rom antics adopted the absolute idealism  o f the post-Kantians, and 

Transcendentalists such as Emerson and Thoreau borrowed from  Hegel 

the rhe to ric  o f dialectic, then we can also say th a t the w riting s o f 

Hawthorne and other Am erican iro n is ts  such as M elville and Poe 

represent the a rtis tic  expression o f K ant’s c ritica l idealism .

K ant’s separation o f noumena and phenomena and h is  awareness 

o f the lim ita tio n s  o f acquired knowledge clearly m atch Hawthorne’s 

divisions o f scientific knowledge (facts) and heart knowledge (tru th ), as 

well as the author’s fundam ental skepticism  about m an’s capacity to 

know anyth ing except through fa ith . For Hawthorne the aesthetic value 

o f allegory lies in  its  very obliqueness, in  the qualities o f am biguity and 

irony. The lite ra ry  a rtis t, w orking w ith in  the medium o f language, strives 

fo r perfect correspondence—complete u n ity  between sub ject and object, 

part and whole—yet w ith  each m etaphor he is  frustra ted  by fa ilu re ; and 

so the cha in  o f m etaphors is  drawn o u t in to  allegory, b u t leading where? 

The iro n y  o f h is delusion, h is  m ystifica tion , soon becomes apparent as 

the fa ilu res m ount. He sloughs o ff the  robes o f absolute idealism  and
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slips re luctan tly  in to  the more sobering m antle o f self-awareness. In  th is  

way, fa iled  correspondence creates irony, w hich leads firs t to 

dem ystification and then to m oral grow th. This, we remember, is the 

essence o f MaUarmean sym bolism  defined by de M an, though M allarm é, 

o f course, came after Hawthorne.

U ltim ate ly it  is  the focus on m oral growth, on the trag ic sensib ility  

th a t emerges through repeated fa ilures o f correspondence, tha t 

d istinguishes iron ic allegory from  the o ther seven basic types. For th is  

reason, iron ic  allegory could also be labeled c ritica l, trag ic, or m oral 

allegory. One o f the m ost representative works o f th is  genre is 

Hawthorne’s “The A rtis t o f the B eautifu l.” In  many ways the story is  a 

c ritiq u e  o f both Rom anticism  and realism . Owen W arland seems to be 

the a rtis tic  equivalent o f a Rom antic poet, fo r in  h is  idealism  he seeks 

fu lfillm e n t through an organic re la tionsh ip w ith  na ture . His C eltic name, 

Owen, suggests som ething a rtis tic  and m agical, whereas his last name, 

W arland, warns o f som ething unna tura l. In  contrast, Robert D anforth ’s 

Saxon name h in ts a t the blacksm ith’s physical strength. D anforth is  the 

em bodim ent o f the m ate ria l w orld, ju s t as Peter Hovenden is the 

m outhpiece o f a cu ltu ra l value system based not on beauty b u t on u tility . 

Hawthorne’s own c ritic a l stance seems to  hover somewhere between 

Owen’s ethereal sub jectiv ity  and D anforth ’s b ru tish  ob jectivity.

In  the “A rtis t o f the B eautifu l,” as in  many o f h is  other allegories, 

Hawthorne explores the properties o f tim e and lig h t. Time, in  fact, is  the 

single m ost essential elem ent o f iro n ic  allegory, fo r dem ystification is  a
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process in  w hich previously d isrupted tem poral re lationsh ips are 

restored. I t  is  no wonder, then, th a t Owen W arland and Peter Hovenden 

are watchm akers—and no surprise th a t we begin the story ju s t outside 

Owen’s shop, the w indow o f w hich is fille d  w ith  im ita tion  gold clocks, “a ll 

w ith  th e ir faces turned from  the street, as i f  ch u rlish ly  d is inclined  to 

in form  the wayfarers w hat o’clock it  was” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 159). Here 

the apparent in c iv ility  o f the clocks, as w e ll as th e ir ersatz exteriors, 

alludes to th e ir deceptive and even m alevolent in tentions. The effects o f 

tim e, a fte r a ll, are nothing short o f the decay, ru in , and u ltim a te  death o f 

m ankind.

I f  the clock is the instrum ent o f tim e, then so too is  tim e the 

instrum ent o f death; and so it  is  iro n ic  th a t Peter Hovenden, like  the 

common lo t o f hum anity, regulates h is life  according to the heartbeat of 

the c ity  clock. Time is  so im portant to h im  th a t he cannot tolerate tha t 

Owen, more often than not, seems to be oblivious o f its  passing. And so 

when Annie suggests to her father, ju s t outside the shop w indow, th a t 

Owen is  inventing a new kind  o f tim ekeeper, Hovenden answers, “He 

would tu rn  the sun ou t o f its  o rb it and derange the whole course o f tim e, 

if, as I said before, h is ingenuity could grasp any th ing  bigger than a 

ch ild ’s toy!” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t”  160). T h is observation is  rig h t on the 

m ark. That Owen is a m aker o f tim ekeepers is s ign ifican t because he 

lite ra lly  attem pts to keep tim e, to create im m orta lity , through h is a rtis tic  

endeavors. The tru th  o f the m atter is , however, th a t hum an ingenu ity is
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re la tive ly incapable o f grasping anything bigger than  a ch ild ’s toy—and 

hum an beings cannot overcome th e ir own m orta lity .

A second key ingredient in  Hawthorne’s allegory, aside from  the 

them e o f tim e, is the con trast o f lig h t and dark, w hich he beau tifu lly  

m anipulates to create am biguity. Appropriately, we move d irectly from  

the orderly watchm aker’s shop to the b lacksm ith shop, a chaotic dom ain 

o f heat and in tensity , o f fire lig h t and dancing shadows rem iniscent o f 

he ll, as in  W illiam  Blake’s song o f experience “The Tyger.” The forge 

blazes up, the breath o f the bellows is inhaled in to  leather lungs, and “in  

the m om entary gloom the fire  seemed to be glim m ering am idst the 

vagueness o f unenclosed space . . . where the b rig h t blaze struggled w ith  

the b lack n igh t, as if  each w ould have snatched h is  comely strength from  

the other” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 160). Red and black, glare and alternate 

dusk, day and n igh t—the advance and re trea t o f lig h t and darkness play 

o u t the allegorical dilem m a o f correspondence and divergence. For the 

a llegorist, each revolution o f the earth traces a herm eneutic circle as the 

d a ily  struggle o f n igh t and day is  perpetually renewed, and w ith  each 

o rb it about the sun, the cosm ic battle o f good and evil runs its  course 

lik e  clockw ork.

Am idst the scattering sparks and sw irling  steam  o f the blacksm ith 

shop, Robert D anforth stands like  a dark devil, pounding iro n  w ith  a 

massive hammer, h is m uscular body equally so lid  and im posing. H is 

firm  connection w ith  the m ateria l w orld is  confirm ed when Hovenden 

approvingly notes to Annie th a t the b lacksm ith “spends h is labors on a
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rea lity” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 160). This sharp ly contrasts Owen’s 

ethereal, o r “un rea l,” m achinations. Owen spends m uch o f h is tim e 

carving wooden figures o f b irds and flowers w ith  delicate ingenuity. He 

also toys a t the hidden m ysteries o f m echanism , yet always fo r aesthetic 

ra the r than u tilita ria n  purposes. He is like  a Rom antic poet, so m uch so 

th a t others suppose he is “attem pting to im ita te  the beau tifu l movements 

o f Nature” due to h is “love o f the beautifu l, such as m ight have made h im  

a poet, a painter, o r a sculptor” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 161). Like Blake, 

Owen praises n a tu ra l beauty and abhors the ugliness o f steam engines 

and other form s o f regular m achinery.

By firs t juxtaposing  the scenes a t the watchm aker’s shop and the 

b lacksm ith ’s, Hawthorne establishes a tem poral fram ew ork against 

w hich he introduces Owen. This allows us alm ost im m ediately to 

recognize the nature o f the young m an’s m ystifica tion . Caring “no more 

fo r the measurement o f tim e than if  it  had been merged in to  e te rn ity,” 

Owen is u n fit to “ lead old b lin d  Father Time along h is da ily  course.” He 

is m ystified, in te n t on m astering tim e, “so th a t a ll the harsh dissonances 

o f life  m ight be rendered tune fu l, and each flittin g  m om ent fa ll in to  the 

abyss o f the past in  golden drops o f harm ony” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 162). 

W hat better a rtis tic  expression o f allegorical desire? Owen’s absolute 

idealism  d isrupts h is  re la tion  to tim e. In  seeking harm ony, perfect 

correspondence w ith  nature, he denies h is own m orta lity , h is  hum anity. 

He isolates h im self from  society, and when the people protest th a t “tim e
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was no t to be trifle d  w ith ,” he w ithdraw s even fu rth e r in to  the “absorbing 

dream o f h is im agination” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 162, 163).

Left to him self, Owen focuses a ll o f h is tim e and energy attem pting 

to sp iritua lize  m achinery, and the success o f h is endeavors, the strangely 

beau tifu l m echanical b u tte rfly , becomes the central m etaphor o f the 

story, A perfect image fo r iro n ic  allegory, the bu tte rfly  is an a llusion  to 

the Greek m yth o f Psyche (the soul), who by some accounts had bu tte rfly  

w ings. Chasing bu tte rflies, then, represents the search fo r sp iritu a lity , 

fo r an absolute Transcendental signified. B u t as the n a rra to r adm its, the 

chase is doomed to trag ic fa ilu re :

Alas th a t the a rtis t, whether in  poetry o r whatever other 

m aterial, may no t content h im self w ith  the inw ard enjoym ent 

o f the beau tifu l, b u t he m ust chase the flittin g  m ystery 

beyond the verge o f h is ethereal dom ain and crush  its  fra il 

being in  seizing it  w ith  a m aterial grasp. Owen W arland fe lt 

the im pulse to give extem al re a lity  to h is ideas as irre s is tib ly  

as any o f the poets o r painters who have arrayed the w orld in  

a dim m er and fa in te r beauty, im perfectly copied from  the 

richness o f th e ir visions. (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 166)

Owen W arland’s m echanical b u tte rfly  flu tte rs  about in  the tw ilig h t region 

between the ethereal and the earth ly, between the be au tifu l and the 

practica l, sym bolizing fin a lly  the absurd and contrad ictory na ture  o f 

hum an experience. In  fashioning the bu tte rfly , he attem pts to  create an 

object o f beauty th a t should a tta in  the ideal, yet recognizing th a t Nature
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herse lf fa lls short o f the ideal, he concludes, “I t  was a  dream such as 

young men are always m ystifying themselves w ith ” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 

171). As a young m an, he adm its, he was m ystified by the dream o f 

u n ity  between m ind and nature, b u t a long series o f setbacks, in  w hich 

h is attem pts a t perfection are con tinu a lly  thw arted, leads to h is 

dem ystification. The firs t setback comes when Owen, seemingly 

unnerved by Robert D anfbrth’s bru te force, loses h is  delicate touch and 

crushes the bu tte rfly . This produces a moment o f iro n y  as the n a rra to r 

lam ents, “Thus it  is  th a t ideas, w hich grow up in  the  im agination and 

appear so lovely to it  and o f a value beyond w hatever men ca ll valuable, 

are exposed to be shattered and annih ila ted by con tact w ith  the 

practica l” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t”  164).

For awhile Owen’s affection fo r Annie anchors him  in  the rea l 

w orld, providing a m uch needed remedy fo r the m ora l cold o f the isolated 

poet o r prophet, b u t when Annie accidentally destroys his second 

bu tte rfly , he reprim ands her and sends her away. Thus, in  h is self- 

absorbed p u rsu it o f the ideal, he loses h is chance fo r happy solace, warm  

affection, and la sting  love. He w ithdraw s com pletely now, w ith  no 

fu rth e r in te rrup tions save one. When he hears o f A nnie’s engagement to 

Robert D anforth, he once again shatters the b u tte rfly  w ith  h is own 

hands, a sign o f h is  m ounting fru s tra tio n . By the tim e he a t la s t 

trium phs in  fashioning the b u tte rfly , however, Owen understands th a t 

any lasting u n ity  between subject and object is  im possible, th a t the 

m echanical b u tte rfly  is  b u t a be au tifu l illu s io n .
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Annie gives b irth  to her firs t son ju s t as Owen succeeds in  

fash ion ing the b u tte rfly . U nlike the b u tte rfly , w hich flu tte rs  from  Owen’s 

im agination, the boy “had come m ysteriously ou t o f the in fin ite , b u t w ith  

som ething so stu rdy and real in  h is com position th a t he seemed molded 

o u t o f the densest substance w hich earth  could supply” (Hawthorne, 

“A rtis t” 173). A connection is made between the boy and the b u tte rfly  in  

the image on the jew el box contain ing the m in ia ture treasure, fo r it  

depicts a boy chasing a bu tte rfly , w hich becomes a winged s p irit and 

flu tte rs  toward heaven. In  presenting the b u tte rfly  to Annie, now a 

belated wedding g ift, Owen actua lly  gives her h is own self. “In  the secret 

o f th a t b u tte rfly ,” we leam , “and in  its  beauty,—w hich is  no t m erely 

outw ard, bu t deep as its  whole system,—is  represented the in te lle c t, the 

im agination, the sensib ility, the soul o f an A rtis t o f the B eau tifu l!” 

(Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 174).

A t firs t it  seems th a t Owen has trium phed over tim e and nature, 

th a t in  sp iritu a liz in g  m achinery he has achieved perfect correspondence, 

absolute u n ity  o f being. Even D anforth exclaim s, “W ell, th a t does beat 

a ll nature!” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 175). Yet once Annie’s ch ild  had 

compressed the m echanical b u tte rfly  in  h is  hands, “the m ystery o f 

beauty had fled forever.” Despite h is  e a rlie r prediction, though, Owen is 

no t d isp irited  by the loss. A t the outset o f h is  enterprise he prom ised, “I f  

m y labor be thus thw arted, there w ill come vague and unsatisfied 

dream s, w hich w ill leave me sp iritless to-m orrow ” (Hawthorne, “A r tis f 

162), b u t now h is  s p irit soars as he looks “p lacid ly a t w hat seemed the
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ru in  o f h is life ’s labor, and w h ich was yet no ru in . He had caught a fa r 

o ther b u tte rfly  than  th is” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 177). For Owen the rea lity  

o f the  b u tte rfly  is  o f little  w o rth  since the true  value o f a rt lies in  its  

lasting  effect on the sp irit. He has created a b rie f m om ent o f success, the 

illu s io n  o f balance through a rt. Though a fa ilu re  in  the end, his efforts 

have led to increased awareness, to dem ystification and eventual m oral 

grow th. A t th is  po in t the “fa llen  Owen W arland” (Hawthorne, “A rtis t”

171) seems to possess a trag ic sensib ility o f the unbreachable gap 

between subject and object. He has come to the rea lization th a t so “long 

as we love life  fo r itse lf, we seldom dread the losing it. When we desire 

life  fo r the a tta inm ent o f an object, we recognize the fra ilty  o f its  texture” 

(Hawthorne, “A rtis t” 171).

“The A rtis t o f the B eau tifu l” illustra tes one o f Hawthorne’s greatest 

themes: the re la tion  o f a rt to  science and nature . In  the tale, the a rtis t 

Owen W arland seeks a balance between h is ethereal im agination and the 

concrete re a lity  o f science and nature by creating a m echanical bu tte rfly . 

The allegorical treatm ent o f the bu tte rfly  image is u ltim a te ly  iron ic, fo r 

Owen realizes in  the end th a t a belief in  the possible un ion  between m ind 

and nature constitu tes a m ajor m ystification. For h im  the m echanical 

b u tte rfly  has value—not because o f any u tilita ria n  no tion  o f its  physical 

form  b u t because o f its  effect on his sp irit. Though ethereal and illuso ry, 

a rt is  valuable because the created object o f beauty dem ystifies us by 

revealing the am biguity o f the universe. N athaniel Hawthorne’s 

treatm ent o f the b u tte rfly  image in  “The A rtis t o f the B eau tifu l” is
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certa in ly no t excessively abstract o r dogm atic, and ne ithe r is it  unpoetic. 

Indeed, Hawthorne’s iron ic allegory is poetic, v iv id , and dynam ic.

Though a perfect m etaphor fo r iro n ic  allegory, Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s b u tte rfly  is b u t an ephemeron lo s t w ith in  the vast landscape 

o f Am erican lite ra tu re , a flittin g , fleeting specimen o f delicacy and 

in tangib le beauty engulfed by the loom ing shadows o f w hat is perhaps 

the m ost prom inent and powerful image o f iro n ic  allegory: the edifice.

The a rch itectu ra l m etaphor, a lite ra ry  construction conspicuous in  its  

in trica te  and grand design, stands as the prem ier emblem o f Am erican 

allegory, and Am erican authors from  Cooper to Faulkner have tapped its  

sym bolic and them atic potential. In  the nineteenth century, especially, 

Am erican w rite rs, influenced by the G othic tra d itio n , found in  the arched 

windows, locked chambers, and dark passageways o f the tim eworn 

m ansion the b lueprin ts o f hum an anatom y. P ointing to m an’s abnorm al 

attachm ent to houses and other structures, nineteenth-century 

Am erican w rite rs established the edifice as a m onum ent o f hum an pride, 

as an elaborate facade tha t d isrup ts m an’s proper re la tion  to nature and 

tim e.

M ystifica tion , we recall, represents a state o f delusion, in  w hich the 

subject exaggerates h is own im portance to the po in t th a t he falsely 

believes in  h is  superio rity over both nature and tim e. D em ystification is 

o f course the reverse o f th is  state, in  w hich the subject, having achieved 

self-awareness, defines him self w ith in  a tem poral firamework. In  

Am erican allegory, the arch itectu ra l m etaphor serves an invaluable
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purpose, fo r it  provides a concrete, poetic image against w hich the 

processes o f m ystifica tion  and dem ystification are played ou t. In  the firs t 

act o f th is  hum an dram a, the subject confronts the elem ents o f nature: 

w ind, ra in , snow, heat, and cold. H is clothes provide litt le  defense 

against the assault, so he constructs a crude shelter. W alls to break the 

w ind, a roo f to deflect ra in  and snow, w indows to filte r heat and lig h t, 

and a door fo r easy access. More im provem ents increase h is control over 

na ture . Shutters defy dayligh t and a fireplace neutra lizes the cold. As 

the cu rta in  fa lls on the firs t act, our subject s its warm  and safe before 

the fireplace o f h is new abode—door locked, shutters fastened, fire  

blazing—oblivious to the snow flu rries ju s t outside in  the cold w in ter 

n igh t.

W ith the a rriva l o f spring, nature takes on a more friend ly aspect, 

so o u r subject emerges from  the protection o f h is fo u r w a lls and surveys 

the landscape. He decides to farm  the fe rtile  land, so he clears the trees 

w ith  h is  ax and bum s o u t the stum ps. He erects a bam  fo r the plow 

horses and cows, a hen house for the chickens, and a pen fo r the pigs, 

and then he plants h is  crops. B ut rabbits and deer s trip  h is crops, foxes 

ra id  the hen house, and a pack o f wolves b ring  down one o f his prize 

pigs, so he lines the perim eter o f h is land w ith  an opposing and 

im penetrable fence. Now it  is  his land, you see. Those are his fields, 

a fte r a ll, ju s t on th is  side o f the fence he p u t up w ith  his own two hands. 

Those are his anim als there in  the pen, and th a t is  his farm house in  the 

center o f everything. He owns th is  land. He is  the m aster. Years pass
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and the farm  proves fru itfu l. E)ach harvest yie lds a staggering sum , and 

the m aster grows w ealthy. He hires an a rch itect to  design h is new fam ily 

m anor and then a team  o f men to dem olish the crude old shelter. As the 

m ansion is  b u ilt, another crew is busy clearing and p lan ting more fields 

and erecting more fences, so th a t by the tim e the edifice is  com plete, it  

s its proudly as the showpiece o f the largest estate in  the d is tric t.

Sadly ou r m aster’s prosperity is  short-lived, fo r it  is  a common 

condition o f men to grow old and to die. The m aster’s son buries his 

fa ther beside h is m other in  the fam ily p lo t behind the m anor house and 

so inhe rits  the great estate. Yet the new m aster never forgets h is father’s 

pa rting  words o f wisdom . “Never sell the estate," the old man said. “I t  is 

your b irth rig h t and sha ll be passed to your son and to h is son, from  

generation to generation. Look on the fam ily seat and be proud o f your 

name.” The fam ily takes the words o f the pa tria rch  to heart, and the 

estate is passed down through the ages u n til it  becomes such a 

perm anent fix tu re  o f the landscape th a t the neighbors come to associate 

the fam ily w ith  the m ansion itse lf. As the im portance and permanence o f 

th e ir house becomes apparent, the fam ily pride swells w ith  each 

successive generation. So self-absorbed are they, in  fact, th a t no one 

seems to notice the h a ir-lin e  cracks in  the m ansion’s foundation o r the 

p laster ju s t beginning to peel under the eaves near the great stone 

chinm ey.

Time passes and the weather-beaten m ansion begins to show its  

true  age. The roo f leaks, the soaked floors w arp, and chips o f m asonry
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break free a t eveiy tu rn . The fie lds are no longer as fe rtile  as th ^  once 

were, and the fam ily, suffering from  bad investm ents overseas, m ust sell 

o ff the ou te r lands. Heavy w inds one year uproot the fam ily  tree and it  

topples, sp lin te ring  one o f the m ansion’s crossbeams, and then, ju s t as 

the repairs to the beam are complete, a so lita ry  ash from  the neglected 

fireplace floa ts ou t in to  the parlo r and ign ites a stack o f papers. The 

charred house is unsalvageable, and since they cannot afford to rebuild, 

the fam ily  m ust auction o ff the rem ainder o f the estate. For years they 

held themselves above th e ir neighbors, and so a scarcity o f m arriages 

has dw indled the once prosperous fam ily  to a pa ltry  rem nant. Now, 

homeless and w ith  th e ir fortunes spent, they m ust descend a t la st from  

th e ir pedestal o f pride.

In  the closing scene o f our dram a, we see a young lad, the last 

descendant o f the orig ina l m aster, standing near the skeletal rem ains o f 

h is form er home. As he overturns a sm oldering stone w ith  the toe o f his 

boot, he caim ot help b u t sm ile, fo r the irony o f his fam ily ’s fa ll 

overwhelms his sensib ility. They had held themselves too h igh, he 

realizes; they had separated themselves from  th e ir fe llow  men and judged 

themselves superior because o f th e ir w ealth. W ith the collapse o f the 

house and the loss o f th e ir possessions, th e ir illu s io n  o f permanence 

crum bled as w ell. The house, a fte r a ll, proved no real pro tection against 

the ravages o f tim e. Like Owen W arland, the lad sees, in  a  m om ent o f 

epiphany, th a t the ru in  a t h is feet is  no ru in . H is fa ll has been fortunate, 

fo r i t  has given him  self-awareness and m oral m a tu rity . W ith  h is proper
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re la tio n  to tim e and nature restored, he leaves the estate o f h is 

forefathers behind him  and takes up residence among the com m unity o f 

hum ankind.

W hat the preceding example illu s tra te s  is  the  trem endous capacity 

o f the edifice to m ystify us w ith  its  properties o f protection, possession, 

and permanence—as w ell as the nature o f dem ystification, w hich begins 

w ith  an iron ic fa ll from  pride and leads fin a lly  to  redem ption, or felix 

culpa, in  w hich self-awareness and m oral grow th nu rtu re  the tragic 

sensib ility . Because o f the in tegra l re la tionsh ip  o f the edifice to the 

themes o f irony and tragedy, the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor is a key element 

o f iro n ic  allegory. So im portan t is the edifice to the genre th a t it  is a 

wonder no one has yet completed a thorough investigation o f its  use by 

Am erican allegorists. As a m atter o f fact, few c ritic s  have even 

recognized iron ic allegory as a legitim ate Am erican genre. Paul de Man, 

m ost notably in  Blindness and Insight, investigates the properties o f 

iro n y  and allegory, yet he lim its  his discussion p rim a rily  to Eluropean 

poetry. O laf Hansen provides a comprehensive analysis o f American 

allegory in  Aesthetic Ind ividua lism  and P ractica l In te llect, b u t he 

discusses only in te llectua l allegory. R ichard Chase, in  h is survey o f 

Am erican fic tion . The Am erican Novel and its  T raditions, focuses on 

various elements o f iron ic  allegory, b u t because o f h is acceptance o f the 

Rom antic bias fo r sym bolism , these elem ents are absorbed in to  the 

general term  “rom ance-novel.”
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U nlike the previous c ritics , Deborah Madsen, in  AUeeorv in  

America, does acknowledge the Am erican tra d itio n  o f iro n ic  allegory. Her 

in tentions in  th is  w ork are more theoretical than  ana lytica l, however, 

and so even though she provides a useful fram ew ork fo r the  treatm ent o f 

the genre, she does no t isolate and dissect poetic images o r explore the 

them atic re la tionsh ips o f allegory, irony, and tragedy. Roy Male and E ric 

Sundquist, on the o ther hand, offer two outstand ing c ritic a l 

exam inations o f nineteenth-century Am erican lite ra tu re , even though 

(like Chase) they re fra in  from  lin k in g  romance and allegory. In  Home as 

Found. Sundquist explores the theme o f the psychological home as a 

Freudian attem pt, o r Oedipal struggle, to  recover the lo s t Eden. He also 

studies the nature o f tragedy and irony and the  m ystifying potentia l o f 

the home, inc lud ing  the qua lities o f pro tection and possession. Despite 

h is exhaustive discussion o f genealogical co n flic t and the problem s o f 

representation, however, Sundquist’s psychological c ritic ism  o f Cooper, 

Thoreau, Hawthorne, and M elville fa lls sho rt because he does not 

acknowledge the a rch itec tu ra l m etaphor. In  other words, as Sundquist 

investigates the “home” he overlooks the “house.”

A m uch more satisfying treatm ent o f poetic im agery is  Male’s w ork 

Hawthorne’s Tragic V ision. Here Male po in ts ou t th a t a proper 

appreciation o f Hawthorne depends on an understanding o f h is m edium , 

w hich he rig h tly  notes is  a “rare com bination o f poetry and fic tio n ” (Male 

5). He also asserts th a t Hawthorne’s fic tio n  “ rem ains valuable chiefly 

because o f its  penetration in to  the tru th s  o f the  human h e a rt. . .  the
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problem  o f m oral growth" (Male 6). To the tra d itio n a l rom ance, w rites 

Male, Hawthorne added the d ig n ity  o f h is m oral im agination, the power 

and beauty o f h is tragic vision. We can apply these statem ents to iron ic 

allegory in  general, fo r it  is  precisely my contention in  th is  study th a t as 

an amalgam o f poetry and fic tio n , im agination and tragedy, nineteenth- 

century Am erican iron ic allegory is indeed the a rt o f tru th .

M ale’s critic ism  o f a llegorists such as Hawthorne and M elville (in 

three chapters a t least) focuses, like  Sundquist’s, on the quest fo r home, 

though M ale does not m iss the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor. In  fact, a t one 

po in t he w rites:

I f  a study o f the house as symbol in  Am erican lite ra tu re  were 

undertaken, ce rta in ly  one conclusion would be th a t the 

home has consistently represented, w hether consciously or 

not, an attem pt to b u ild  an integrated, fun ction ing  religious 

experience: a fusion o f tim e and space, investm ent and 

speculation, past and present. (Male 41)

Given th a t the desire fo r fusion discussed here by Male am ounts to 

noth ing less than allegorical desire, we can a t la s t see w hy a thorough 

investigation o f the arch itectu ra l m etaphor is so cruc ia l to o u r 

understanding and appreciation o f n ineteenth-century Am erican 

allegory, and thus why the cu rre n t study is needed. My in ten tions for 

th is  study, then, are synthetic. In  the com ing chapters I w ill draw  

p rim a rily  on Madsen’s and de M an’s theories o f allegory and irony—as 

w ell as S undquist’s and Male’s treatm ents o f home and tragedy—to
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construct a survey o f Am erican iro n ic  allegory w ith  the breadth o f 

Chase’s w ork on the rom ance-novel and the depth o f Hansen’s analysis 

of in te lle c tu a l allegory.

As we sha ll see, Hawthorne’s The House o f the Seven Gables and 

M elville’s Pierre are two w orks o f iron ic allegory about the m ystifying 

power o f the edifice, the nature o f personal and fam ily pride, and the 

tragedy o f m an’s Fall. Yet long before towers crum ble and collapse they 

m ust firs t be erected, and so before we discuss dem ystification, irony, 

and m oral growth, we m ust address the process o f m ystifica tion  itse lf. 

C onstruction follows foundation; therefore, to better understand the 

process by w hich protection, possession, and permanence b u ild  up 

pride, we tu rn  now to Cooper.
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CHAPTER n

CONSTRUCTION: CIVILIZATION BUILDING 

Eden is  that old-fashioned House 

We dwell in every day 

Without suspecting our abode 

Until we drive away

D ickinson

When w ritin g  about James Fenimore Cooper’s Leatherstocking 

Tales, lite ra ry  c ritic s  often refer fondly to the great Am erican m yth o f the 

New W orld as a second Eden—as a chance to escape the ta inted past o f 

the O ld W orld and to s ta rt fresh—and they elevate N atty Bumppo to a 

legendary status as the epitome o f the isolated Am erican hero. R.W.B. 

Lewis, fo r instance, ca lls N atty Bumppo “an in d iv id u a l emancipated from  

h isto ry, happily bereft o f ancestry, untouched and undefiled by the usual 

inheritances o f fam ily and race; an in d iv idu a l standing alone, se lf-re lian t 

and self-propelling . .  . Adam before the F a ll. . .  the  Am erican as Adam” 

(5). The m ythic qua lities o f the Leatherstocking Tales have even led some 

c ritic s  to dub Cooper the Am erican Homer; yet Cooper is  more than a 

m ythographer, and h is novels are more closely associated w ith  S ir W alter 

Scott’s Waverly novels than  w ith  the Ilia d  o r the Qdvssev. Since m yth is

67
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in  m any ways the antithesis o f h istory, the m jrth ic elements embedded in  

Cooper’s h is to rica l novels take on an iro n ic  character th a t is o ften 

overlooked by c ritics .

O ur tendency to reduce the Leatherstocking Tales to sim ple fables 

can be traced in  p a rt to D.H. Lawrence, who w rites in  h is S tudies in  

C lassic Am erican Literature abou t Cooper’s “yearning m yth” (56). 

Lawrence revels in  the be au tifu l w ish fu lfillm e n t o f Cooper’s w ork, 

especially The Deerslaver. b u t he u ltim ate ly repudiates him  fo r h is 

re trea t from  the rea lities o f the Am erican experience. Am erica is  a 

serpent, Lawrence inform s us, sloughing its  sk in  like  a “tom  divided 

m onster,” and even though Cooper did im agine “the gorgeous Am erican 

pa tte rn  o f a new skin ,” he stayed com fortably w ith in  the old sk in  (58,

59). I t  is true  th a t Cooper w rote m uch o f the Leatherstocking Tales from  

the wrong side o f the A tlan tic , i f  you w ill, b u t Lawrence’s own 

acknowledgm ent o f Cooper’s d u a lity , in  w hich “the w hite m an is  divided 

against him self” (68), reveals a fundam ental contrad iction in  Lawrence’s 

argum ent, especially in  h is analysis o f The Deerslaver. He adm its th a t 

the Am erican m yth breaks down in  the novel (“lu rid  sin  and Ju d ith , 

im becile innocence lusting , in  H e t^ , and b luste r, bragging, and self- 

conscious strength in  Harry”), b u t then he im m ediately dism isses th is  

d isin tegra tion by focusing on Hawkeye alone as the cen tra l m yth ic figure, 

“an isolate, a lm ost selfless, sto ic, enduring m an, who lives by death, by 

k illin g , bu t who is  pure w hite”  (Lawrence 68, 69).
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Though Lawrence’s c ritic ism  o f Cooper reveals m uch about 

Am erica and about Am ericans, in  the end it  says little  about the 

Leatherstocking Tales themselves o r about Cooper’s a rt in  general. O nly 

th rough selective in te rp re ta tion , o r convenient am nesia, does Lawrence 

manage to sustain h is thesis about the Am erican m yth. He takes the 

m yth ic elements o f the novels o u t o f context, g lib ly  brush ing aside th e ir 

equally im portant h is to rica l and iron ic elements. To evaluate the true  

na ture  o f Cooper’s lite ra ry  c ra ft, we cannot isolate a single character, fo r 

instance N atty Bumppo, or even a single novel. As Donald Ringe points 

o u t, c ritics  m ust view Cooper’s w ork as a whole in  order to understand 

h is  broad vision o f life  and to appreciate his im pressive accom plishm ent 

(126). When reading The Deerslaver. fo r instance, we cannot sim ply 

erase from  our m inds the other tales. O ur foreknowledge, acquired 

d u rin g  careful reading o f the novels in  the order in  w h ich they were 

w ritte n , allows us to recognize the “enormous iro n ic  r if t  between the 

nostalg ic wilderness and the settled Templeton” (S undquist 12).

By the tim e we firs t meet the young Deerslayer and Chingachgook 

on the shores o f G lim m erglass, we already know o f N atty Bumppo’s la te r 

death on the desolate p ra irie  and o f the death o f the la s t surviving 

M ohican, Ind ian John, in  the c ity  o f Templeton. We also foresee the 

rap ing o f the v irg in  land as settlers push west firom New York. More 

im portan tly , perhaps, we know th a t N atty’s m yth ic role as the 

autonom ous and absolutely m ora l hero w ill be com prom ised when, in  

m iddle age and longing fo r you th , he proposes m arriage to h is surrogate
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daughter, M abel Dunham. A t the end o f The Pathfinder. N atty comes 

across as an aging bachelor who questions the  value o f h is own 

independence when, one by one, h is friends m arry and s ta rt fam ilies. 

Peeling excluded from  fam ilia l b liss, he comes to see the iro ny o f h is 

predicam ent—th a t h is choice fo r personal fireedom has im prisoned him  

w ith in  the seclusion o f his own being. Indeed, Mabel’s re jection o f N atty 

reveals the loneliness and impotence o f h is solitude. This we cannot 

forget if  we are to appreciate fu lly  the dram atic irony o f The Deerslaver. 

G lim m erglass, a fter a ll, reflects the illu s io n  o f the American m yth.

Despite the insinuations o f Lawrence and other c ritics . Cooper’s 

works are more than pure m yth since the longing fo r prelapsarian Eden 

expressed in  th e ir pages is balanced by a desire fo r social and h isto rica l 

context. Bom  in  the eighteenth century and raised in  the nineteenth 

century. Cooper seems to have had one foot planted in  the age o f reason 

and one foot in  the Romantic era; and his resu ltin g  ambivalence is 

evident in  the Leatherstocking Tales. Like H enry James, who would 

come after. Cooper explored the Am erican-European theme, concluding 

a t last th a t ne ither O ld W orld experience no r New W orld innocence was a 

very appealing alternative—and it  is  th is  fundam ental ambivalence 

regarding h is to ry  and m yth th a t completes the  dua lity  o f h is vision. In  

the American experience he saw the possib ilities and lim ita tio n s  o f 

hum anity itse lf; free firom and bound to the past, we vacilla te between 

perfect correspondence and u tte r divergence. C alling to m ind the
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herm eneutic circle, we realize th a t the Leatherstocking Tales comprise in  

m any ways the fu lle s t expression o f Cooper’s a llegorical desire.

Even though Cooper’s w riting s clearly d isp lay elements o f the 

un ique ly Am erican form  o f iro n ic  allegory (a preoccupation w ith  tru th , a 

c ritic a l approach to the problem  o f representation, and a pervading 

skepticism  about the possib ility  o f un ity), we hesitate to ca ll h im  an 

a llegorist. Cooper’s classical sensib ility , in  con trast to Hawthorne and 

M elville ’s trag ic sensib ility, often dim inishes the effect o f h is irony. 

Nowhere is  th is  more evident than in  his use o f poetic im agery. As Paul 

de Man points ou t, eighteenth-century aesthetic theory was based on the 

idea o f im ita tio n , or m im esis, whereas nineteenth-century aesthetic 

theory focused on m etaphor. Stressing subject-m atter as the basis for 

aesthetic judgm ent, classical poets, characterized by th e ir use o f 

associative analogy, established the symbol as a m edium  between the 

m ind o f the subject and the object o f nature; th u s  eighteenth-century 

w rite rs favored the painted image as the model o f representation, and 

they conceived o f th e ir narratives in  term s o f spa tia l scenes. We can see 

the legacy o f eighteenth-century aesthetics in  Cooper’s lite ra ry  

landscapes.

“P ictures! Some o f the loveliest, m ost glam orous p ictu res in  a ll 

lite ra tu re ” (Lawrence 61). This is  how Lawrence describes Cooper’s 

p ic to ria lism , and in  many ways he is correct. Cooper h im se lf developed 

the pa ra lle l between w ritin g  and painting, as in  The Deerslaver when the 

n a rra to r makes reference to the “pictures” he is  about to “sketch”
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(Cooper, Deer 10). T h ro u ^ o u t the Leatherstocking Tales na ture  serves 

as a k in d  o f backdrop, canvas, o r tapestry against w hich the scenes are 

played out. Yet i f  we focus too closely on Cooper’s “s till life ” images we 

m iss the la rger p ic tu re , so to speak. Ju s t as a s tric tly  m yth ic 

in te rp re ta tion  o f the ta les obscures th e ir h is to rica l and iro n ic  elements, 

so, too, does a narrow  reading o f Cooper’s p ic to ria lism  d im in ish  h is true  

a rtis try . W hereas classica l “eighteenth-century theories o f 

representation pe rsisten tly strive to reduce m usic and poetry to the 

sta tus o f pa in ting ” (De Man, BI 124), th is  does not exactly hold true for 

Cooper, who was h igh ly  conscious o f h is to rica l context. C erta in ly more 

complex than it  o rig in a lly  appears, h is im agery is  both spa tia l and 

tem poral, synchronic as w ell as diachronic, and fo r th is  reason his 

w ritin g  does no t f it  neatly in to  the category o f eighteenth-century 

aesthetics. How, then, are we to understand Cooper?

H. D aniel Peck offers a unique approach to Cooper’s landscapes by 

applying Gaston Bachelard’s phenomenology. Though he recognizes th a t 

“ it  w ould be im possible to impose on Cooper’s fic tio n  a Bachelardian 

fram ew ork,” Peck does adm it to an increased sensitiv ity, a fte r reading 

Bachelard, o f the “pa tte rns o f m otion” in  the novels (80). In  The Poetics 

o f Space. Bachelard makes a crucia l lin k  between tem poral and 

atem poral poetic elem ents by acknowledging th a t “space contains 

compressed tim e” ; however, he seems to subordinate tim e to  space when 

he claim s th a t “m em ories are m otionless, and the more securely th ^  are 

fixed in  space, the sounder th q r are” (8, 9). H is concept o f reverie, in
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w hich the poetry o f the past is  m aintained through the “perm anent 

childhood” o f nostalgia, is  no th ing  more than  m ystifica tion. He h im self 

concedes th is  when he w rites th a t a house “constitu tes a body o f images 

th a t give m ankind proofs o r illu s io n s  o f s ta b ility ” (Bachelard 17).

In  Bachelard’s assertion th a t “there is  ground fo r tak in g  the house 

as a tool for analysis o f the hum an soul” we fin d  validation o f the 

arch itectu ra l m etaphor’s efficacy, fo r indeed o u r “soul is an abode. And 

by rem em bering houses’ and *rooms,’ we leam  to ‘abide’ w ith in  

ourselves” (Bachelard xxxiii). W hat th is  suggests is tha t images are an 

in tegra l pa rt o f m oral thought, b u t Bachelard w rites o f th is  in tegra tion  in  

non-allegorical term s. “In  arguing fo r the prim acy o f the image, 

Bachelard dislodges it  firom its  place in  sym bolic o r allegorical systems, 

and divorces it  from  idea or them e” (Peck 83). For Bachelard, then, 

houses are more specifically products o f space than products o f tim e, 

and fo r th is  reason his approach to poetic im agery is only p a rtia lly  useful 

to a study o f allegory. Topographical analysis provides a satisfactory 

po in t o f departure fo r an analysis o f im agery, b u t the im portan t po in t is 

th a t we m ust depart. To appreciate Cooper we m ust get m oving. From 

the depot o f Bachelardian phenomenology. Peck sets the tra in  in  m otion 

by com paring the relationship between the poetic image and the overall 

w ork o f a rt to th a t between the overtone, o r harm onic, and the  m usical 

score (83).

As w ith  m usic, language is  a “diachronic system o f re la tionsh ips, 

the successive sequence o f a narra tive ,” whereas associative analogy, like
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pa in ting , is  essentially synchronic and spatia l; therefore, reducing 

lite ra tu re  to the status o f pa in ting  by iso la ting images from  the overall 

w ork o f a rt, text from  context, leads to m ystifica tion. To prevent th is  we 

m ust replace the “m isleading synchronism  o f the visua l perception” w ith  

d iachron ic structures such as m usic, melody, o r allegory, w h ich are 

“favored over pseudo-synchronic structures such as pa in ting , harmony, 

or m im esis because the la tte r m islead one in to  believing in  a s ta b ility  o f 

m eaning th a t does not exist” (De Man, B I 131-133). In  The Poetics o f 

Space. Gaston Bachelard is g u ilty  o f reducdonism , fo r he examines only 

detached images. In  his own words, he leaves aside “the problem  o f the 

composition o f the poem as a grouping together o f num erous images” 

(Bachelard xx). Even though he does adm it th a t an “en tire  past comes to 

live in  a new house” (Bachelard 5), he u ltim a te ly  claim s th a t the power o f 

the poetic image separates us from  the past and from  re a lity . “The house 

shelters daydream ing,” he argues, “the house protects the dream er, the 

house allows one to dream in  peace” (Bachelard 6).

By com paring lite ra tu re  to m usic. Peck adds to h is Bachelardian 

study o f Cooper’s im agery a tem poral element th a t establishes an 

im p ortan t connection between poetry and fic tio n . Recognizing the 

d iachron ic nature o f narrative, he studies patterns o f images ra the r than 

detached images, as w ith  Bachelard; b u t in  re ta in ing  Bachelard’s belief 

in  the prim acy o f the poetic image, he underestim ates the significance o f 

Cooper’s iro n ic  approach to h is  own m aterial. Peck suggests th a t critics  

are perhaps “uncom fortable w ith  the spatia l m etaphor” (83), though it

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



75

seems th a t c ritic s  are more often a t ease w ith  the illus ion s o f spatia l 

m etaphors than w ith  the tem poral rea lities o f allegory. W ritin g  o f reverie 

as a m edium  between language and m yth, fo r example. Peck exposes h is 

own bias fo r synchronic representation. “T h is pa rticu la r m ediation was 

o f crucia l im portance to me,” he w rites, “fo r it  reinforced one o f my m ost 

basic convictions about Cooper: th a t h is appeal, p a rticu la rly  in  works 

like The Deerslaver. lay in  h is a b ility  to evoke a tim eless v is ion  o f 

childhood wonder” (Peck 87). Here we see the legacy o f D .H. Lawrence 

alive and kicking . W ish fu lfillm e n t.

Cooper's vision o f childhood, w onderfu l and appealing as it  is , is 

certa in ly no t the prim ary source o f h is power as a novelist. Indeed, a 

close look a t the “com position” o f Cooper’s im agery reveals n o t a tim eless 

vision b u t a profound and highly iron ic perception o f m ankind’s complex 

position w ith in  tim e, in  w hich we eterna lly struggle to reconcile past and 

fu ture . Cooper’s im agery, we find , is more sym bolic than i t  m ight firs t 

appear. Peck is rig h t th a t Cooper’s sym bolism  has a d iffe ren t qua lity  

than th a t o f M elville’s pasteboard m ask, b u t he errs in  reducing Cooper’s 

a rt to a sim ple m erging o f classical analogy and Rom antic im agination; 

thus, even though he does depart from  Bachelard in  h is treatm ent o f the 

“patterns o f m otion” present in  Cooper’s w ritin g , he h its  the brakes as 

soon as the tra in  leaves the station. M ichael C la rk gets us ro llin g  again 

by po in ting o u t th a t Cooper used a rch itectu re  as m etaphor and sym bol 

to an extent th a t often goes unnoticed by c ritic s .
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D raw ing from  Thomas P h ilb rick, C lark argues th a t Cooper took 

great care to  prevent h is “mass o f description" from  “sp lin te rin g  in to  a 

succession o f set pieces and genre sketches” (227). One o f the ways in  

w hich he organized h is novel was by “h is  num erous a rch itec tu ra l 

references, m any o f w hich act as m usical counterpointing” (C lark 227). 

Like Peck, then, C lark describes the m usical qua lity  o f Cooper’s a rt, but 

he also d im in ishes the significance o f Cooper’s a rch ite c tu ra l m etaphors 

by depriving them  o f th e ir function as products o f tim e. Q uoting Peck, 

C lark w rites th a t Cooper’s w ork “exh ib its no t the im pulse tow ard flig h t 

b u t the desire to arrive a t a s till po in t o f the im agination, a place from  

w hich he w ill never have to leave.” For both critics . Cooper’s houses are 

“s till places” th a t add to the “rea lis tic  sense o f tem porality”  on ly to the 

extent th a t they counter other scenes in  the novels (Peck 232). C lark 

develops th is  no tion o f counterpoint by contrasting Cooper’s treatm ent o f 

m an’s a rch itectu re  and God’s architecture.

In  response to the landscapes o f The Pioneers. C la rk  w rites th a t 

the “grandeur o f these scenes seems to reflect the au tho r’s be lie f in  a 

d ivine ly ordered purpose; the predom inant image o f the tem ple suggests 

both th a t a re lig ious ideal is  embodied in  nature and th a t ancient 

classical a rch itectu re  serves as Cooper’s model” (228). Here we can see 

th a t C la rk reduces Cooper’s a rch itectu ra l im agery to associative analogy. 

Such is  the case as w ell w ith  C lark’s treatm ent o f Tem pleton, w hich he 

calls the an tithesis o f nature’s tem ple. Judge Temple’s house, especially, 

becomes fo r h im  a model o f both classical arch itecture and classical
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v irtu e s. The problem  w ith  setting in  opposition the “arch itecture* o f 

na ture  and society in  th is  way is tha t it  masks the au tho r’s fundam ental 

am bivalence. Peck and C la rk are correct th a t Cooper expressed a deep 

nostalg ia fo r the home o f h is  childhood, b u t h is classica l sensib ility  was 

checked by a prevailing mood o f skepticism ; he knew th a t the past, like  

na ture  and society, can never be separated from  the context o f tim e. For 

th is  reason. Cooper’s a rch itectu ra l m etaphors are n o t s till places w ith in  

a mass o f description, b u t resonant, dynam ic notes enrich ing his lite ra ry  

orchestrations.

“The fie ld  o f m usic is  tim e, tha t o f pa in ting  space*’ (De Man, BI 

129). U nlike the stable, synchronic sensation o f pa in ting , therefore, 

m usic cannot rest in  the s ta b ility  o f its  own existence. If, fo r example, we 

pause to savor each note o f a m usical score, the m eter o f the overall 

com position collapses. L ite ra tu re  stands between pa in ting  and m usic, 

fo r it  contains both synchronic and diachronic com ponents. We see the 

words on the page, and we visualize images in  ou r m inds, b u t the 

process o f reading is lin e a r and decidedly tem poral. A fte r a ll, the 

fundam ental element o f narrative, w hat E.M . Forster ca lls “story," is the 

sequential te llin g  o f events. (This happens, then th is , then th is  . .  .) 

A llegory, especially, can be called a “fic tio n a lly  d iachron ic narrative" (De 

M an, ^  135). D escribing allegory in  term s o f lite ra ry  m usic, we can say 

th a t iro n ic  allegories are com positions in  w hich the m any components 

form  in terre lated m otifs th a t together create an overall mood o f irony.
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The composer may express an allegorical desire fo r perfect 

correspondence, b u t th is  re fra in  is incorporated in to  the la rger w ork.

Despite ou r reservations, then, we m ust conclude th a t Cooper was 

indeed a w rite r o f iron ic allegory, fo r he expresses allegorical desire in  his 

nostalgia fo r h is o rig ina l home, and in  h is  treatm ent o f na ture  and 

society he reveals h is own ambivalence. To understand and appreciate 

Cooper's a llegorical technique, we w ill trace the a rch itectu ra l metaphors 

and references in  The Deerslaver. The Pioneers, and Home as Found. 

three novels th a t com prise w hat we w ill ca ll the Tem pleton trilo g y . By 

taking the a rch itectu ra l m etaphors in  these three novels ne ithe r as 

detached images, as w ith  Bachelard, no r as s till places counterpointing 

patterns o f m otion, as w ith  C lark and Peck—bu t ra the r as connected, 

m usical, and therefore diachronic structures—we can see th a t Cooper 

d id no t sim ply pa in t a tim eless vision o f childhood. N either d id  he 

celebrate the Am erican m yth, as Lawrence and Lewis suggest. In  the 

edifice we fin d  the key to  Cooper’s irony. Fooling the dream er w ith  

illus ions o f protection, possession, and permanence—and Cooper was 

most de fin ite ly  a dreaimer o f houses—the edifice becomes a m onum ent o f 

hum an pride. Such pride precedes the fa ll, and even though Cooper did 

no t fu lly  explore the trag ic consequences o f th is  fa ll, as d id  Hawthorne 

and M elville, the d u a lity  o f h is  vision establishes h im  as a predecessor o f 

Am erica’s greatest allegorists.

Ju s tifica tio n  fo r lin k in g  the two Leatherstocking tales The 

Deerslaver and The Pioneers w ith  the w hite novel (to use Lawrence’s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



79

term) Home as Found in to  a un ified  trilo g y  can be found in  Home as 

Found itse lf, in  w h ich the na rra to r divides the progress o f society in to  

three ages: pastoral, m iddle, and fin a l (Cooper, HF 162-166). As a 

defender o f Jeffersonian agrarian values, Cooper established the pastoral 

age as his ideal, w h ich he describes as a tim e o f good fellow ship and a 

uniquely Am erican balance between nature and c iv iliza tio n . The happy 

pastoral age is replaced in  the m iddle age by a period o f expansion and 

greed. Here the balance between nature and c iv iliza tio n  is lost as the 

forests are cleared fo r roads and towns, w hile good fellow ship among 

men and women gives way to the love o f money. D u ring  the m iddle age, 

respect for a u th o rity  breaks down and the old names are forgotten as 

settlers push in  from  the east. Jacksonians drive away Jeffersonians as 

mob ru le  deposes the landed gentry. In  contrast to  th is  age o f 

d isrup tion , Cooper looked forw ard to the fin a l age o f society, in  w hich 

cu ltu ra l harm ony w ould be restored and legitim ate a u th o rity  w ould be 

rescued from  the common citizenry and returned to  the educated and 

landed elite.

To the ages o f c iv iliza tion  detailed in  Home as Found we can add a 

fo u rth  age, preceding the other three and characterized by the prim acy o f 

nature. Ian M arshall acknowledges th is  p rim itive , pre-society stage in  

h is comparison o f Cooper’s works to Cole’s “Course o f Em pire” pa in tings. 

M arshall notes th a t the evolution recorded in  the pa in tings—from  Savage 

State to Pastoral State, then to Consum m ation, D estruction , and 

Desolation—para lle ls the progress o f c iv iliza tion  in  Cooper’s novels.
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C learly the savage state is described in  The Deerslaver. w h ile  the 

afterm ath o f consum m ation (destruction and desolation) are treated in  

Home as Found. The double m arriage a t the end o f the la tte r novel also 

anticipates Cooper’s fin a l age. The Pioneers holds the special m iddle 

ground in  the evolution o f c iv iliza tion . The savage age is  represented 

here by N atty Bumppo, Chingachgook, and even M ajor Effingham  (a ll 

rem nants o f pre-Revolutionary Am erica), w h ile  Judge Temple defends the 

pastoral age. Men such as H iram  D oolittle  and R ichard Jones herald the 

m iddle age o f consum m ation and destruction, w hich we see in  the 

cu ttin g  o f the maple trees and the massacre o f the pigeons, and the stage 

o f desolation is foreshadowed in  the bu rn ing  o f N atty’s h u t and the 

burn ing  o f the forest.

The Deerslaver. The Pioneers, and Home as Found present us w ith  

the unique opportun ity to trace the evolution o f a single society from  

savage age (w ith M uskrat Castle isolated a t the center o f G lim m erglass) 

to the pastora l and early m iddle ages (w ith  the village o f Templeton 

nestled along the shores o f Ostego Lake) to the late m iddle age and the 

dawning o f the fin a l age (w ith the spraw ling c ity  o f Templeton dom inating 

the landscape). Because o f th e ir them atic and contextual u n ity , these 

novels do in  fact form  a Templeton trilo gy, and by exam ining a common 

thread weaving them  together, the a rch itec tu ra l m etaphor, we can begin 

to recognize the grand scale o f Cooper’s design, a design th a t 

encompasses the b irth , death, and re b irth  o f c iv iliza tion . Throughout the 

trilo g y  we fin d  convincing evidence o f Cooper’s skepticism  toward
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Am erica, both as a second Eden and as an em erging economic 

powerhouse. From th is  evidence we can see th a t w h ile  Cooper was 

perhaps m ost a t home in  the qu ie t fro n tie r village, somewhere between 

untam ed nature and suffocating mob democracy (mobocracy), h is a rt 

places h im  w ith in  the trad ition  o f Am erican allegory, ra the r than w ith in  

the tra d itio n s  o f neo-classicism  o r Rom anticism .

Cooper’s irony and a rtis try  are perhaps a t th e ir best in  The 

Deerslaver. the la s t w ritte n  of the Leatherstocking Tales. Follow ing his 

pub lica tion  o f various satires, trave l pieces, and o ther types o f non­

fic tio n  (and after a b rie f retirem ent as a novelist). Cooper returned to 

pure fic tio n  by tak ing  up once again the subject th a t firs t brought him  

acclaim : the savage age. The Am erican reading pu b lic  had recently 

v ilifie d  h im  as an aristocra tic expatriate because o f h is harsh critic ism s 

o f democracy, b u t now, as in  The Last o f the M ohicans, he achieved a 

degree o f subtlety and delicacy th a t h is social novels lack. When 

confronting Am erican society head on, h is c ritic a l voice is  often c u rt and 

even sardonic, b u t h is  a rtis tic  voice, cloaked by the verdant canopy o f the 

unspoiled w ilderness, is rich ly  a llusive. Cooper’s s k ills  as a novelist are 

so refined in  The Deerslaver. in  fact, th a t m any c ritic s  overlook the iron ic 

force o f its  poetry. By exam ining its  a rch itectu ra l m etaphors, therefore, 

we can see tha t the novel does no t represent Cooper’s re trea t from  the 

rea lities o f Am erican life  in to the w ish fu lfillm e n t o f m yth, b u t ra the r a 

re tu rn  to an iron ic and allegorical approach—instead o f a sa tirica l and 

logical approach—to the Am erican theme.
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W hat makes Cooper’s irony so easy to m iss is  h is classica l 

tendency to describe nature in  term s o f sta tic, though elaborate, scenes. 

The unspoiled w ilderness fram ed in  The Deerslaver is  clearly th a t o f the 

savage age, fo r as Ju d ith  notes, “N either rock, shore, tree, nor lake seems 

to have ever held a hum an form * (Cooper, Deer 1411. The “deep 

tra n q u ility * and “m irro rlike  surface* o f G lim m erglass, especially, present 

a “p ictu re  o f calm  solitude* (Cooper, Deer 133, 134). A t firs t glance, it  

does indeed seem th a t Cooper treats the w ilderness more as a pre tty 

p ictu re than as a th riv in g  environm ent. We see evidence o f th is  in  the 

follow ing passage:

. . . the hand o f man had never ye t defaced o r deformed any 

p a rt o f th is  native scene, w hich la y  bathed in  the sun ligh t, a 

g lorious picture o f a ffluen t forest grandeur, softened by the 

balm iness o f June and relieved by the beau tifu l variety 

afforded by the presence o f so broad an expanse o f water.

(Cooper, Deer 28) 

A t tim es it  even seems th a t Cooper is pa in ting  landscapes in  o ils  on 

canvas rather than w ritin g  a novel. In  describing the lake and the 

surrounding forest, fo r example, he refers to the “Rem brandt-looking* 

scenery (Cooper, Deer 28), and la te r he describes fires in  the forest as 

tapers in  a church, “a p icture th a t Salvator Rosa w ould have delighted to 

draw* (Cooper, Deer 268).

Pictures! They are certa in ly lovely in  The Deerslaver. ye t we should 

no t make too m uch o f the novel’s p icto ria lism . Cooper w rote a t a tim e
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before the inventions o f photography and cinem atography, and fo r th is  

reason it  on ly seems na tu ra l th a t h is visual perceptions as a nove list 

should be attuned to the a rt o f h is  day, especially to landscape pa in ting 

and po rtra itu re . In  the same way, Stephen Crane and other w rite rs  at 

the end o f the n ineteenth-century adapted to th e ir poetry im pressionistic 

elem ents derived from  photography, and contem porary w rite rs have been 

heavily influenced by m otion p ictu res. There were no film s in  Cooper’s 

tim e, o f course, b u t from  the example o f the live stage he no doub t 

learned to p lo t h is  own stories in  term s o f acts o r scenes. As a resu lt, the 

s till images in  the novel form  backdrops against w hich the dram a is 

played out. B lending elements o f the visual and dram atic a rts , then. 

Cooper’s p ictu res and sets te ll us m uch about h is  a rtis tic  sen s ib ility ; bu t 

they do not p a in t the whole p ic tu re . More im portan t to our 

understanding o f h is lite ra ry  c ra ft are the novel’s a rch itectu ra l 

m etaphors.

G reatly influenced by the arch itect Horace Greenough, Cooper was 

one o f the firs t Am erican authors to explore the sym bolic po ten tia l o f the 

edifice. As C la rk points ou t. Cooper often uses a rch itectu ra l m etaphors 

to describe nature , so m uch so th a t the forest its e lf becomes a  single, 

colossal edifice. The “high and gloom y vaults" o f th is  structu re  are 

supported by the trees, w hich are “ta ll, large, and so free from  

underbrush” th a t they resemble “vast colum ns, irre g u la rly  scattered, 

upho ld ing a dome o f leaves” (Cooper, Deer 107). In  descriptions like  th is, 

Cooper establishes a s ign ifican t lin k  between God’s arch itecture  and
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m an’s arch itecture, fo r as he suggests, some o f m an’s greatest 

a rch itectu ra l achievements came from  nature itse lf. I t  was probably 

from  nature, he w rites, “th a t the m ind o f m an firs t got its  idea o f the 

effects o f G othic tracery and churchy hues; th is  tem ple o f nature 

producing some such effect, so fa r as lig h t and shadows were concerned, 

as the w ell-know n offspring o f hum an invention” (Cooper, Deer 4531.

Church im agery abounds in  the descriptive passages o f the novel. 

The pines, fo r instance, rise w ith  the “stature o f church steeples”

(Cooper, Deer 52) and resemble “ta ll, stra igh t, ru s tic  colum ns, upholding 

the usual canopy o f leaves” (Cooper, Deer 271) and form ing occasional 

arches through w hich the bays glisten (Cooper, Deer 38). By describing 

nature in  term s o f a G othic cathedral, com plete w ith  arches, domes, and 

colum ns. Cooper acknowledges God as the divine arch itect o f na ture ’s 

temple, yet he also establishes God as the Supreme Ruler by blending 

church imagery w ith  castle imagery, as in  h is depiction o f Round Rock. 

Long before the a rriva l o f European settlers, the native inhab itan ts used 

the stone as a roya l throne:

. . .  a ta ll pine overhung it  in  such a way to form  a noble and 

appropriate canopy to a seat th a t had held many a forest 

ch ie fta in  du ring  the long succession o f unknown ages in  

w hich Am erica and a ll it  contained existed apart in  

m ysterious solitude, a w orld by itse lf, equally w ith o u t a 

fa m ilia r h is to ry and w ith ou t an o rig in  th a t the annals o f man 

can reach. (Cooper, Deer 139)
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Despite its  use by the native inhab itan ts, Round Rock is  c lea rly  older 

than even they. I t  stands beneath the “va u lt o f heaven" (Cooper, Deer 

250) like  “an isolated stone w hich had obtained its  shape from  the action 

o f the elem ents during the slow progress o f centuries” (Cooper, Deer 

139). The im p lica tion here is  th a t Round Rock, as w ith  a ll o f nature, is 

God’s e a rth ly  throne. God is the m onarch o f the w orld, the arch itect of 

nature, and a ll creation m ust subm it to  H is w ill.

Even though Cooper d id  believe the universe to be h igh ly  

structured, h is views went fa r beyond the im personal logic o f Deism.

More im p o rtan t to him  than the sim ple ordering o f m atte r were the 

C hristian virtues represented in  h is ta les by Natty Bum ppo’s Moravian 

doctrine. Throughout the novel, Deerslayer m aintains a firm  belie f in  the 

grand design o f nature. Approaching G lim m erglass w ith  H u rry  Harry, he 

says th a t the forest “w ill no t deceive you, being ordered and ru led by a 

hand th a t never wavers. . . . there is a law , and a lawm aker, th a t rule 

across the whole continent” (Cooper, Deer 19, 21). In  speaking about the 

“ordering o f the Lord,” Deerslayer appears to take a m im etic approach to 

the m ateria ls o f the w ilderness, so th a t G lim m erglass becomes for him  a 

natured m irro r th a t reflects God’s tru th . “The lake,” he says, “ seems 

made to le t us get an in s ig h t in to  the noble forests, and land  and water 

alike stand in  the beauty o f God’s providence” (Cooper, Deer 28, 29).

From  the many descriptive passages in  The Deerslaver. we can 

conclude th a t Cooper d id  make use o f associative analogy—there is no 

denying th is —and yes, he created glam orous pictures and scenes. True
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enough. B u t once again, le t us no t reduce the  novel to detached images. 

Also, we should not set God’s architecture in  opposition to man’s 

arch itecture , as C lark does. Cooper d id  n o t privilege nature o r society as 

w ould a Romantic o r a neo-classicist. Instead, he established a 

comprehensive vision in  w hich both w ilderness and society are 

subordinate to divine w ill. “Fundam ental to Cooper’s w ork is a m oral 

view o f the world and o f men th a t has its  social aspects, to  be sure, b u t 

w hich is  basically concerned w ith  man’s re la tion  firs t to the God revealed 

in  the order o f nature and on ly then to h is fellow s in  an ordered society” 

(Ringe 120). As we sha ll see, man-made arch itectu re  becomes suspect 

only when it  d isrup ts m en’s proper re la tion  to God, to nature, and to 

th e ir fe llow  men.

For the in d iv idu a l isolated w ith in  the w ilderness o f the savage age, 

proper re lations w ith  God and nature seem manageable enough, bu t 

when ind ividua ls gather together in to fam ilies, clans, tribes, villages, 

towns, c ities, and nations, issues o f legitim acy arise th a t com plicate the 

m atter s ign ifican tly; fo r d isrup tion  occurs when con flic tin g  claim s are 

made on the land. When th is  is the case, order can on ly be restored by 

establish ing the party w ith  absolute a u th o rity  o f possession. I t  was thus 

Cooper’s firm  be lie f th a t property rights are key to social harm ony. As he 

w rites in  The Am erican Democrat. “Social s ta tion , in  the m ain, is a 

consequence o f property. So long as there is  c iv iliza tio n  there m ust be 

the rig h ts  o f property . . .  As property is  the base o f a ll c iv iliza tion , its  

existence and security are indispensable to social im provem ent.” Issues
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o f possession were param ount fo r Cooper, and fo r th is  reason he 

developed in  h is  a rt the “m oral aesthetics o f property” (Lawson-Peebles 

52). A s ign ifican t ingredient o f h is m oral v is ion  is  the e th ica l 

consideration o f property and settlem ent, and th is  is a m ajor theme in  

h is novels as w ell.

W hat u ltim a te ly  breaks the peaceful serenity o f the la nd  near 

Glimmerglass—and gets us moving beyond the p re tty p ictu res o f the 

wilderness—is  the co n flic t over possession. The land is claim ed by both 

the Mingos and the M ohicans, bu t the strongest cla im  comes from  Tom 

H utter, who asserts h is  rig h t to the property solely because o f h is lengthy 

inhab ita tion . As H urry H arry te lls Deerslayer, “F loating Tom  H utte r . . . 

claim s the lake as h is own property, in  vartue [sic) o f fifteen years’ 

possession, and w ill n o t be like ly  to give it  up  to e ither M ingo o r 

Delaware w ith o u t a ba ttle  over it” (Cooper, Deer 151. H etty confirm s th is , 

saying th a t the land belongs to her father, “he who owns the castle and 

the ark, and who has the best rig h t to be though t the owner o f these h ills  

and tha t lake, since he has dw elt so long, and fished so long among 

them” (Cooper, Deer 1801. Deerslayer im m ediately recognizes a problem 

w ith  H arry and H etty’s ju s tifica tio n s , fo r he knows the Colony claim s the 

land as w ell. “And w hat w ill the Colony say to  such a quarrel?” he asks 

Harry. “A ll th is  country m ust have some ow ner, the gentry pushing th e ir 

cravings in to  the w ilderness, even where they never dare to  ven tu r’, in  

th e ir own person, to  look a t the land they own” (Cooper, Deer 15).
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H u rry  H arry adm its th a t the k ing  o f England is  the legitim ate 

owner o f the land, b u t because he lives so fa r from  the New W orld his 

claim  has little  effect on H u tte r. Besides, H arry rationa lizes, H utte r 

cannot be called a true  squatter since he lives on the lake and not on 

land. For th is  reason, H arry calls H u tte r a floa ter instead o f a squatter.

In  add ition , Harry dism isses the righ ts o f the Indians and the trappers 

since they never stay long enough in  one location in  order to stake a 

legitim ate claim . H arry seems to associate possession w ith  permanence 

alone, b u t Cooper suggests th a t there needs to be a proper transfer of 

property so tha t con flicts o f legitim acy can be quelled. A pparently th is 

transfer should en ta il a legal and b ind ing contract, fo r Cooper makes 

frequent reference in  h is fic tio n  to Ind ian deeds, in  w hich the native 

inhab itan ts o f the New W orld pass the au tho rity  o f its  possession over to 

the European settlers. H u rry H arry has learned from  H u tte r th a t such 

deeds do exist. “The old man te lls  me th a t some sharp ones have been 

wheedling the Mohawks fo r an Ind ian  deed in  order to get a title  ou t o f 

the colony,” he says to Deerslayer, “b u t nothing has become o f it ” 

(Cooper, Deer 30).

Even though noth ing has become o f the deed, we already know, 

having read The Pioneers, th a t the proper deed w ill one day fa ll in to  the 

hands o f the Effingham s. B u t now H u tte r m ust ba ttle  fo r possession o f 

the land. In  the course o f th is  fig h t, he and those in  h is  com pany find  

themselves trapped in  the m iddle o f G lim m erglass w hile  Ind ians, camped 

in  hu ts along the shore (Cooper, Deer 174), besiege M uskra t Castle.
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Standing on piles in  the center o f the lake and fo rtifie d  w ith  strong 

tim ber sind an arsenal o f weapons, the castle its e lf is  a m arvel o f home 

security. M utter’s a tten tion to security arose from  h is  having been 

robbed during  some o f h is  many absences from  home. Also, the castle 

has already been b u rn t ou t three tim es by Indians and hunters, and 

M utter’s only son has been k illed . The cu rren t home, however, seems to 

be an im pregnable island fortress, perfectly safe from  thieves and 

arsonists. O nly the castle ’s roo f is com bustible, and buckets and ropes 

are ready to p u t ou t flam es, so fire -tipped arrows pose a m inim al th rea t. 

In  add ition , attacks by day and by canoe are u n like ly , since the attackers 

w ould be exposed to gunfire . The Indians could approach a t n igh t on 

ra fts , b u t since they eire no t fam ilia r w ith  the ax, they would have great 

d iffic u lty  penetrating the barred gate, the palisades, and the massive 

staple and stou t lock on the trap door. “As everything was massive and 

strong, and sm all saplings were used as bars, it  w ould have been the 

w ork o f an hour o r two to break in to  the bu ild ing ,” even if  unresisted 

(Cooper, Deer 132).

M uskrat Castle can only be approached by w ater, and its  

form idable sides are composed o f logs th a t are “two feet th ic k  in  th e ir 

th in ne st parts.” V e rtica lly  arranged and wedged together, these logs can 

on ly be separated by a “deliberate and laborious use o f hum an hands, o r 

by the slow operation o f tim e” (Cooper, Deer 32). Here we find  an 

im portan t foreshadowing o f fu tu re  events, fo r as we soon leam , the castle 

fa lls  firs t a t the hands o f the Indians, and then, m ore convincingly, by
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the ravishes o f tim e. T h is h in t o f th ings to come is  s ign ifican t, fo r it  

allows us to understand the true nature o f Tom H utte r and H u rry 

H arry’s m ystifica tion , w hich is d irec tly  linked to the island fortress itse lf. 

So great is  th e ir hubris, in  fact, th a t Ringe calls them  “law less egoists” 

who are “to ta lly  devoid o f hu m ility ” (123). This accusation m ay be a b it 

severe, b u t it  cannot be denied th a t bo th  men overestim ate th e ir own 

security in  the face o f the Ind ian assault. C onfident w ith in  the w alls o f 

the castle, they acquire a “false feeling o f protection” (Cooper, Deer 320), 

w hich eventually leads to complacency. “There isn ’t  a ja il in  the Colony 

th a t has a more lock-up look about it  than old Tom’s chienteT (Cooper, 

Deer 314), H arry says, and th is  proves iro n ic , fo r in  the course o f battle 

the com batants are “lite ra lly  caged* (Cooper, Deer 321). In  a sense 

trapped by th e ir own pride, th e ir u ltim a te  defeat leads to a process o f 

dem ystification th a t culm inates when, despite a ll precautions, H u tte r is 

scalped (Cooper, Deer 341).

In  add ition  to th e ir false feelings o f superio rity over the Indians, 

H arry and H u tte r both e xh ib it an unsym pathetic a ttitu d e  tow ard nature. 

This a ttitu d e  becomes apparent when we compare it  to Deerslayer’s 

reverence fo r the w ilderness. Take, fo r instance, th e ir very d iffe ren t 

reactions to the castle and its  environs. We can see Deerslayer’s 

sym pathetic a ttitud e  in  the follow ing passage;

As he approached the b u ild in g  o f old H utter, Deerslayer 

thought, o r ra th e r fe lt, th a t its  appearance was in  singu lar 

harm ony w ith  a ll the rest o f the scene. A lthough noth ing
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had been consulted b u t strength and security, the rude, 

massive logs, covered w ith  th e ir rough bark, the projecting 

roof, and the form  would con tribu te  to  render the bu ild ing  

picturesque in  alm ost any s itua tion , w h ile  its  actual position 

added novelty and piquancy to its  o the r points o f in terest.

(Cooper, Deer 199,120)

Whereas Deerslayer is in  tune w ith  the “singu la r harm ony” o f the scene, 

H any and Tom are decidedly tone deaf, as the fo llow ing lines illu s tra te : 

O nly one so lita ry object became vis ib le , in  the re tu rn ing  

lig h t, th a t had received its  form  or uses from  hum an taste or 

hum an desires, w hich as often deform  as beautify a 

landscape. This was the castle, a ll the rest being native and 

fresh from  the hand o f God. That s ingu la r residence, too, 

was in  keeping w ith  the na tu ra l objects o f the view, sta rting  

o u t from  the gloom—quaint, picturesque, and ornam ental. 

Nevertheless, the whole was lo s t on the observers, who knew 

no feeling o f poetry, had lo st th e ir sense o f na tura l devotion 

in  lives o f obdurate and narrow  selfishness, and had little  

o the r sym pathy w ith  nature than th a t w hich originated w ith  

he r lowest wants. (Cooper, Deer 311, 312)

O f the three men, H arry is clearly the m ost proud (Cooper, Deer 308), 

and like  the surveyors who “never come in to  the forest bu t to lead the 

way to waste and destruction” (Cooper, Deer 212), he represents the 

breed o f men who w ill usher in  the m iddle age o f c iv iliza tion .
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By com paring H arry and H u tte r to  Deerslayer, Cooper seems to be 

com m enting on the inherent contrad iction in  the Am erican experience 

itse lf, w hich is  characterized by opposing idea lis tic  and pragm atic 

im pulses—the desire to escape the past and the inescapable fate o f 

repeating it. In  th is  respect, Tom H u tte r is  indeed a representative man, 

the Am erican no t as Adam b u t as Noah. For both H u tte r and Noah, the 

a rk serves as a vehicle o f escape from  a co rrup t w orld  and a transpo rt to 

a new w orld o f p u rity  and prom ise. Noah hoped th a t the flood w ould 

cleanse the land o f hum an depravity, b u t as soon as he found h is second 

Eden, he h im self fe ll, disgraced before h is three sons by his own 

nakedness and drunkenness. Ham sinned as w ell, disrespecting h is 

father by fa ilin g  to cover him . Noah and h is fam ily could not escape 

corruption because they carried it  in  th e ir own hearts. (In the same way, 

Moses w ould la te r be denied entry to the prom ised land because o f h is 

own anger.) We can see a defin ite  pa ra lle l between Noah and the 

p ilg rim s o f P lym outh. The M ayflower was th e ir a rk, canying them  from  

the co rrup tion  o f the O ld W orld to the p ris tine  w ilderness o f the New 

W orld. They sought a clean break from  the past and a chance to s ta rt 

anew, b u t they discovered th a t unspoiled landscape was no refuge from  

hum an nature.

Tom H u tte r is d is tin c tly  Am erican, and h is desire to flee h is  past, 

or a t least to lock up h is old secrets in  the fam ily chest (Cooper, Deer 

195), constitu tes a m ajor m ystifica tion. O f the treasures secured w ith in  

the chest, the ivo ry pistols and surveyor’s too l are perhaps the m ost
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ind icative o f h is ea rlie r life , and so they are the item s best forgotten. 

H u tte r’s ark, rem iniscent o f the Mayflower and Noah’s o rig in a l ark, 

becomes an im portan t symbol o f h is longing to  flee and to forget, and 

G lim m erglass, therefore, becomes a m icrocosm o f Am erica; fo r i f  H utter 

seeks refuge in  the v irg in  land, h is own selfishness and pride rape the 

very innocence he craves. Despite his attem pts to break firom h isto ry, he 

is doomed to repeat it—and h is  u ltim ate  demise, includ ing  the 

destruction o f h is a rk  and castle, merely completes a trag ic enterprise. 

C learly th is  is no t w ish fu lfillm e n t o r tim eless childhood vision. Cooper’s 

treatm ent o f G lim m erglass is charged w ith  irony, fo r like  Hawthorne, he 

realized tha t paradise, or innocence, cannot be regained once it  is lost.

Despite h is best efforts, H u tte r cannot h ide his past from  Ju d ith  

and H etty, and th e ir struggle to push on a fte r h is  death sim ply 

represents the grow ing pains o f youth as they reconcile the lim ita tio ns o f 

the past w ith  the prom ise o f the fu ture . In  the afterm ath o f th e ir ordeal, 

H etty asserts th e ir righ ts  to the land. I t  is  th e ir responsib ility , a fter a ll, 

to ensure the permanence o f th e ir father’s cla im . “1 don’t  like  the 

settlem ents,” she te lls  Jud ith , “ they are fu ll o f wickedness and 

heartburnings, w h ile  God dw ells unoffended in  these h ills ! 1 love the 

trees, and the m ountains, and the lake, and the springs—a ll th a t His 

bounty has given us . . . ” Ju d ith , however, is  more practical-m inded 

than her sister, and so she asks Hetty, “Yet where is the m an to tu rn  th is  

be au tifu l place in to  such a Garden o f Eden fo r us?” (Cooper, Deer 362). 

The answer to her own question is  obvious enough to Ju d ith ;
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Deerslayer, “a m an o f strong, native, poetical feeling," is  ju s t the  m an to 

make the transform ation:

He loved the woods fo r th e ir freshness, th e ir sublim e 

solitudes, the ir vastness, and the im press th a t they 

everywhere bore o f the divine hand o f th e ir C reator. . . . and 

never d id  a day pass w ith o u t h is com m uning in  s p irit, and 

th is , too, w ithou t the a id  o f form s o r language, w ith  the 

in fin ite  source o f a ll he saw, fe lt, and beheld.

(Cooper, Deer 267) 

Ju d ith  knows th a t she and her s is te r are too weak to carry on alone, and 

so she proposes m arriage to Deerslayer, not o u t o f love, though she 

certa in ly holds great affection fo r h im , bu t o u t o f a somewhat desperate 

attem pt to preserve the memory o f H u tte r and her m other.

In  many o f Cooper's tales, m arriage is a convenient too l fo r 

m ainta in ing legitim ate possession over nature and permanence w ith in  

tim e as property is  handed down from  generation to generation. In  such 

cases, m arriage offers an illu s io n a ry  synthesis, a false sense o f closure.

I t  both preserves social context and seems to free the ind iv idua ls from  

the past. Such is  the case in  the arrangem ents between O liver 

E ffingham  and E lizabeth Temple, Duncan Heyward and Alice M unro, and 

Duncan M iddleton and Inez de Certavallos. The m arriage between Mabel 

Dunham  and Jasper W estern, however, is  s ta rk ly  d iffe ren t. Dunham  

tu rn s down Arrowhead and N atty, and her m arriage to W estern is  bound 

by h is to ry  and social context. There is  no illu s io n  here o f freedom.
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especially since Natty, in  h is iso la tion , ceases to  be the hero. Also, there 

is no sloughing o f the old fo r the new b u t ra th e r h is to rica l co n tin u ity . In  

the same way, h isto ry marches forw ard in  The Deerslayer. There can be 

no easy reso lu tion  between w ilderness and c iv iliza tio n , and so m arriage 

between J u d ith  and Deerslayer is  im possible.

Com ing from  d iffe ren t w orlds, Ju d ith  and Deerslayer are clearly 

incom patib le. She is obviously i l l  suited fo r life  on the fro n tie r. “1 should 

be a thousand tim es happier to live nearer to c iv ilized  beings," she 

adm its to  Deerslayer, “where there are farm s and churches, and houses 

b u ilt as it  m ight be by C hristian hands, and where m y sleep a t n igh t 

would be sweet and tranqu il! A dw elling near one o f the fo rts  w ould be 

fa r be tte r than th is  dreary place where we live !" Though Deerslayer 

shares m any o f Ju d ith 's  C hristian  values, he can fin d  no v irtu e  in  

c iv iliza tio n . As he te lls Ju d ith :

I f  fo rts are good to keep o ff in im ies, they sometimes hold 

in im ies o f th e ir own. . , . I'm  afeard you are a little  too near 

as it  i s . . .  . w hat com fort can a m an look fo r in  a  c learin ' 

th a t he can’t  fin d  in  double quan tities in  the forest? . .  . 

where are you to fin d  you r shades, and laughing springs, 

and leaping brooks, and vinerable trees a thousand years old 

in  a clearin? You don’t  fin d  them, b u t you fin d  th e ir 

disabled trun ks, m arking the ‘a rth  like  headstones in  a 

graveyard.. . .  N either fo rts nor churches make people 

happier o f themselves. Moreover, a ll is  con trad iction  in  the
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settlem ents, w hile a ll is  concord in  the w ilderness. Forts 

and churches alm ost always go together, and yet they’re 

dow nrigh t contradictions, churches being fo r peace and forts 

fo r w ar. No, no—give me the strong places o f the w ilderness, 

w hich is  the trees, and the churches, too, w hich are arbors 

raised by the hand o f na tu r’. (Cooper, Deer 254, 255) 

Concord and contrad iction. Here, in  Deerslayer’s own words, we 

fin d  the essence o f Cooper’s double vision. Nature m ay be perfectly 

harm onious, b u t independent o f hum an beings it  lacks significance 

because God, Cooper believed, created the w orld fo r hum an inhab ita tion . 

We m ust keep in  m ind th a t Cooper did not privilege nature over society, 

as d id  the Rom antics. For him , a retreat in to  pure nature would 

constitu te  a re trea t from  hum anity itse lf, and so h is  treatm ent o f nature 

is  h igh ly iron ic. In  h igh ligh ting  the prelapsarian ingenuousness o f the 

w ilderness, he reveals, by contrast, the fa llen state o f men. Ju d ith  and 

Deerslayer’s in com p a tib ility  fo r m arriage is a poignant rem inder th a t 

synthesis is im possible—and th a t contradiction, therefore, is 

inescapable.

Since J u d ith  can find  no proper su ito r, she m ust fo rfe it her claim  

to  the land and abandon the fro n tie r altogether. H etty’s own cla im  ends, 

o f course, w ith  he r death, and w ith  so many co lon ia l forces swarm ing 

about, the Ind ians move on to safer ground. W ith  no one le ft to in h a b it 

G lim m erglass, the area is enveloped once again by the peaceful serenity 

o f the savage age. This serenity is  deceptive, however, fo r we are no t
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witnessing a re tu rn  to Ekien (a regress in to  a tim eless, m yth ic  moment) 

bu t a fleeting respite from  the inevitable advance o f c iv iliza tio n . The 

westward push o f the settlers ceases fo r a tim e, b u t tim e its e lf marches 

on w ith  clocklike  p red ictab ility . Cooper’s m asterpiece ends on a 

decidedly iro n ic  note, and the novel’s m ost allegorical elem ents can be 

found here in  h is  treatm ent o f tem porality. As if  defin ing allegory, the 

narrator acknowledges th a t a tale, “unless it  be s tric tly  na rra tive ,’’ 

contains “some searching tru th  th a t is  applicable to the condition o f 

every hum an heart, as w ell as to the tem poral state o f its  owner, e ither 

through the w orkings o f the heart or even in  a s till more d ire c t form ” 

(Cooper, Deer 345,346). Because o f h is concern fo r tem pora lity and its  

relation to the tru th s  o f the hum an heart. Cooper fa lls  w ith in  the 

American a llegorical trad ition , and h is a rtis tic  app lica tion o f the 

arch itectu ra l m etaphor in  the closing pages o f The Deerslaver resonates 

w ith  the iro n ic  force o f the tra d itio n ’s greatest masters.

Fifteen years after the struggles a t G lim m erglass, Deerslayer finds 

tha t tim e has swept away a ll evidence o f hum an in ha b ita tion :

. . . the remains o f the castle were s till v is ib le , a picturesque 

ru in . The storm s o f w in te r had long since unroofed the 

house, and decay had eaten in to  the logs. A ll the fastenings 

were untouched, b u t the seasons rio ted in  the  place, as if  in  

m ockery a t the attem pt to exclude them . The palisades were 

ro ttin g , as were the piles, and i t  was evident th a t a few more 

recurrences o f w in ter, a few m ore gales and tem pests, would
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sweep a ll in to  the lake and b lo t the b u ild in g  from  the face o f 

th a t m agnificent solitude. (Cooper, Deer 532,533)

The iro n ic  tone o f th is  passée  is palpable, to say the least. Like the 

worm -eaten, ro ttin g  European castles o f G othic fic tio n , H u tte r’s 

Am erican castle has w ithered and crum bled from  the relentless barrage 

o f the seasons. Time seems to be m ocking H u tte r’s p ride fu l attem pts to 

fo rtify  h is home. H is castle provided inadequate protection against 

hum an assault, and so, too, has it  failed to repel the ravages o f tim e. In  

a m om ent o f epiphany, o r dem ystification, we see the irony o f H u tte r’s 

m ystified confidence in  the protection, possession, and permanence o f 

h is abode.

Once again, Deerslayer’s presence seems to reinforce the novel’s 

iro n ic  ra ther than m yth ic qualities. I t  is  Deerslayer, a fte r a ll, who makes 

the im portan t them atic lin k  between the fa ll o f H u tte r’s m ateria l “house” 

and the fa ll o f h is genealogical “house.” The clock w ith in  the castle, we 

remember, retained the h a b it o f s trik in g  the w rong hour, and now we see 

th a t th is  symbolizes H u tte r’s false re la tion to tim e and to h isto ry. As 

Deerslayer surveys the ru in s  o f the castle, it  becomes apparent th a t 

proper tem poral re la tions have been restored, fo r death is  indeed the 

great leveler (Cooper, Deer 351). A fter H u tte r passed away, h is  body was 

placed in  the ark, and “ th is  singular hab ita tion  o f the m an whose body it  

now bore to its  fin a l abode, was set in  m otion” (Cooper, Deer 351). In  

th is  way, the a rk, o rig in a lly  H utter’s lin k  to Noah and the sign o f h is
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am bitions to s ta rt a new life , became h is own grave—a m etaphor fo r the 

d isillusionm ent o f the Am erican dream . As Deerslayer notes;

The graves could no t be found. E ither the elem ents had 

ob lite rated th e ir traces, o r tim e had caused those who looked 

fo r them  to fo i^e t th e ir position . The a rk  was . . . its e lf fast 

disappearing before the action o f the elements. The scow 

was fille d  w ith  water, the cabin unroofed, and the logs were 

decaying. . . . Accident o r tra d itio n  had rendered it  again a 

spot sacred to nature, the frequent wars and the feeble 

popula tion o f the colonies s till confin ing the settlem ents 

w ith in  narrow  boundaries. . . . Time and circum stances have 

drawn an im penetrable m ystery around a ll else connected 

w ith  the H utters. They lived, erred, died, and are forgotten.

(Cooper, Deer 532, 533)

Time seems to have swallowed up a ll traces o f the H utters, though there 

are h in ts  th a t Ju d ith  may live w ith  a S ir Robert W arley on h is paternal 

estates in  England. The irony o f the name “H utte r” becomes apparent 

when we realize th a t the fates o f the abode and o f its  inhab itan ts are the 

same. A ll fa ll to the great leveler: tim e.

Tom H u tte r’s demise and the passing o f h is fa m ilia l lin e  expose the 

fate th a t awaits a ll men. Yet the ending o f The Deerslaver m arks b u t the 

beginning o f Am erican civ iliza tion . We know th a t the co lon ia l wars w ill 

cease, the populations w ill explode, and society w ill eventually evolve to 

the pastora l age, as in  The Pioneers, and then to the m iddle age, as in
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Home as Found. By continu ing to trace th is  development, we w ill see 

th a t the m ystifica tion  o f men w ill only grow as feelings o f protection, 

possession, and permanence increase. Throughout the Tem pleton 

trilogy, we fin d  th a t Cooper is fa ith fu l to the themes o f tru th  and 

tem porality, and so the fate o f Am erican c iv iliza tion , we can expect, w ill 

para lle l th a t o f the H utters. We can also expect th a t a rch itectu ra l 

m etaphors w ill continue to play key roles and th a t these m etaphors w ill 

follow  the model o f H utter’s castle, fo r Cooper’s allegorical treatm ent o f 

M uskrat Castle rem ains one o f the novel’s greatest a rtis tic  achievements. 

Indeed, a fte r a thorough investigation o f the novel’s a rch itectu ra l 

m etaphors, we can agree w ith  Ringe:

[The Deerslaver] may w ell be considered Cooper’s 

masterpiece, fo r it  un ites in  one well-executed whole the dual 

streams tha t had been developing in  h is work: the sense of 

the American past in  both its  tem poral and spa tia l aspects 

and the question o f values as they were developing in  

contem porary Am erican life . (69)

I f  the m erit o f Cooper’s novels can be determ ined in  p a rt by his 

execution o f dual streams o f thought, then a strong case can be made for 

The Pioneers, a novel th a t, like  The Deerslaver. explores the themes o f 

Am erican values and the Am erican past. Also, if  we can believe 

Deerslayer th a t nature is concord and th a t c iv iliza tion  is  contrad iction, 

then we can expect the am ount o f concord to decrease and the am ount o f 

con trad iction  to increase as settlem ents spring up in  the wake o f the
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re trea ting  fro n tie r. This prem ise seems to be supported in  the Tem pleton 

trilo gy, b u t since Home as Found is clearly no t Cooper’s finest novel, we 

cannot assume th a t greater contradictions au tom atica lly lead to greater 

a rt. One o f o u r o rig ina l assum ptions, we reca ll, was th a t am biguity can 

be a source o f beauty; yet in  evaluating the a llegorica l elements o f 

Cooper’s novels, we should not focus m erely on the  nature o f th e ir 

contrad ictions, b u t also on the a rtis t’s execution o f them . In  other 

words, we should question whether o r no t the a u th o r’s dual vision 

resu lts in  cacophonic im agery and poetic d isu n ity . I t  is  safe to say th a t 

Cooper, a t least in  The Pioneers, does successfully u n ify  the themes o f 

tem porality and tru th  through his allegorical use o f spa tia l detail.

About fo rty  years have passed since H u tte r’s death, and a ll traces 

o f h is a rk and castle have disappeared com pletely. The Ind ian hu ts are 

long gone as w ell, and in  th e ir place stands the village o f Templeton, a 

grow ing settlem ent nestled in  the pastoral age. The villagers seem to 

have achieved a delicate balance between nature and c iv iliza tion , b u t th is  

apparent eq u ilib riu m  is m isleading. I f  we look closely, we can see signs 

o f the consum m ation and destruction we norm ally id e n tify  w ith  the 

m iddle age o f society. M ost o f the trees o f the w ilderness have been 

cleared away, and those few th a t rem ain, along w ith  the many stum ps o f 

pine scattered about, d isplay the scars o f m isuse. In  descriptions 

rem iniscent o f the ru ins o f M uskrat Castle, we see “un s ig h tly  rem nants” 

o f trees th a t have been p a rtly  destroyed by fire  “rea ring  th e ir black, 

g listen ing colunm s tw enty o r th irty  feet above the  pure w hite o f the
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snow.” In  add ition  to these stum ps, w hich abound in  the fie lds near the 

village, we also see the occasional “ru in  o f a pine o r a hem lock th a t had 

been stripped o f its  bark, and w hich waved in  m elancholy grandeur its  

naked lim bs to the b last, a skeleton o f its  form er glory” (Cooper, Pion 45). 

Images such as these d is ru p t the harm ony o f the id y llic  scene, fo r they 

give us the unse ttling  im pression th a t Tem pleton has been b u ilt over a 

b u ria l ground. The “skeletons” o f the trees, we cannot help b u t notice, 

lie  about like  the bodies o f fa llen soldiers a fter battle.

So thoroughly has the w ilderness been stripped th a t poplars have 

been brought from  Europe to ornam ent the grounds, and w illow s and 

other trees have gradually sprung up near the dw ellings. In  such 

landscaping efforts we fin d  proof o f the growing m ystifica tion  o f the 

villagers. Ind icative o f the villagers’ desire to dom esticate, and thereby to 

dom inate, nature is  the opin ion o f R ichard Jones, the county sheriff, tha t 

there are “trees enough fo r us a ll, and some to spare” (Cooper, Pion 109). 

This same unsym pathetic a ttitude  tow ard nature is the m otiva tion 

behind the massacre o f the pigeons and the over-fishing o f Ostego Lake, 

for as we see, “the illu s io n  o f dom inance th a t some o f the characters 

acquire leads to w anton, im m oral waste o f the resources they possess” 

(Ringe 127). Even here in  Templeton, du ring  w hat is  supposed to  be the 

pastoral age, the consum m ation o f the villagers threatens to  destroy 

w hat is  le ft o f the surrounding w ilderness. Both Judge Temple and Natty 

Bumppo agree, therefore, th a t such waste m ust be stopped i f  the 

precious harm ony o f na ture  and c iv iliza tio n  is to be m aintained.
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For be tte r o r worse, then, the area around Ostego Lake bears little  

resemblance to the p ris tin e  shores o f G lim m erglass. “Five years had 

w rought greater changes than a century w ould produce in  countries 

where tim e and labor have given permanency to  the works o f m an" 

(Cooper, Pion 46). The changes in  the landscape are indeed rem arkable, 

fo r “surely noth ing could look more like  c iv iliza tio n , than a c ity , even if  it  

lay in  a w ilderness!" (Cooper, Pion 58). The ra p id  progress o f Templeton 

can be a ttrib u te d  in  p a rt to men such as S heriff Jones, who plans to 

systematize the county by d ivid ing it  in to  d is tric ts , laying o u t new 

streets, fe lling  a ll the trees, and bu ild ing  a fine c iv iliza tio n . As he teUs 

E lizabeth, “We m ust ru n  ou r streets by the compass, coz, and disregard 

trees, h ills , ponds, stum ps, or, in  fact, any th in g  b u t posterity” (Cooper, 

Pion 183). In  h is e fforts to systematize nature, Jones calls to m ind the 

surveyor's tool in  H u tte r’s locked chest, as w ell as the surveyors in  

Satanstoe and other p rid e fu l men such as H u rry  H arry, A ristabulus 

Bragg, and Steadfast Dodge. W ith h is nose to the compass, and w ith  

to ta l disregard fo r the na tu ra l curves o f the landscape, Jones ins ists tha t 

the village be “fo rm ally la id  ou t, in to  the streets and blocks th a t 

resembled a c ity ” (Cooper, Pion 991. C learly Jones represents the callous 

breed o f men th a t th rive  in  the m iddle age o f consum m ation and 

destruction.

In  add ition  to  the increased sense o f p ro tection against and 

dom inance over na ture  enjoyed by the inhab itan ts o f Tem pleton, the 

settlers have also achieved a sense o f permanence, a feeling o f
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dominance over tim e as w ell. As the yeoman replaces the pioneer, trees 

are cleared, stum ps burned ou t, and fences erected. The farm ers tame 

the land to make it  fru itfu l. T h ^  tend crops and raise livestock, and 

when they grow  too old fo r labor they pass the land on to th e ir sons. 

Thus, the “expedients o f the pioneers who firs t broke ground in  the 

settlem ent o f th is  country, are succeeded by the perm anent 

im provem ents o f the yeoman, who intends to leave h is rem ains to 

m oulder under the sod w hich he tills , or, perhaps, o f the son, who, bom 

in  the land, p iously wishes to linger around the grave o f h is fa ther” 

(Cooper, Pion 16). These lines rem ind us o f W illiam  C ullen B ryan t’s 

“Thanatopsis,” in  which the poet lam ents:

. . . Earth, tha t nourished thee, sha ll cla im  

Thy growth, to be resolved to earth again.

And, lost each hum an trace, surrendering up 

Thine ind ividua l being, sha lt thou go 

To m ix forever w ith  the elements.

To be a brother to the insensible rock

And to the sluggish clod w hich the rude swain

Turns w ith  h is share, and treads upon. (In 22-29)

Ju s t as H u tte r’s island home becomes h is grave, so, too, does the land 

become the yeoman’s “resting place fo r life ” (Cooper, Pion 39). As we 

sha ll see. The Pioneers concludes on an iro n ic  note, fo r as in  The 

Deerslaver. the grave takes on added significance as m ankind’s fin a l
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“abode,” an im portan t sym bol o f tem porality and o f the tru th  o f Am erican 

experience.

Despite h is development o f the themes o f pro tection and 

permanence, the m ost im portan t issue fo r Cooper in  the opening 

chapters o f The Pioneers seems to be the legitim acy o f possession.

D uring the savage age, the land near G lim m erglass had been claim ed by 

the Mingos and Delawares and by Tom H utter, who battled fo r 

possession in  the absence o f a proper deed. Now, in  the pastoral age, 

Marmaduke Temple holds the proper deed to the land near w hat is  now 

called Ostego Lake; yet there is  s till some doubt about h is cla im , so he 

m ust resolve th is  problem  o f legitim acy. The s to iy  o f Temple and 

Effingham  does no t end w ith  th is  resolution, however. In  Home as 

Found, we sha ll see th a t Temple’s and Effingham ’s descendants, despite 

th e ir rig h t to the land, w ill one day have to defend th e ir cla im  vigorously 

against the challenges o f the egalitarian public. Judge Temple h im self 

never battles openly fo r the land, as do H utte r and Temple’s 

descendants, b u t instead, through careful m aneuvering, he obtains the 

deed w ith  v irtu a lly  no exertion whatsoever.

Marmaduke inherited from  h is father a sm all estate, b u t h is 

schoolmate, Edward Effingham , inherited  from  h is  fa ther. M ajor 

Effingham , a s ign ifican t sum  o f money, the town and country residences, 

and valuable farm s and tracts o f w ild  te rrito ry . Temple was given a 

m ercantile house established in  Pennsylvania, though the p ro fits  were 

priva te ly shared w ith  Edward so as to m aintain pride in  the Effingham
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name. The friendsh ip  between Edward and M arm aduke was d isrupted 

by the R evolutionary War, w hich, on a la rger scale, presented a cris is  in  

legitim acy as loya lists were stripped o f th e ir lands and possessions. As a 

descendant o f a ga llan t soldier, Effingham  rem ained loyal to  the crown, 

w hile Temple, a man w ith  a clear head and independent m ind (and a 

descendant o f a persecuted fo llow er o f Penn), defended the rig h ts o f the 

people. For safe keeping, Edward transferred a ll o f h is possessions to 

M arm aduke, who, follow ing passage o f the Acts o f C onfiscation, appeared 

in  New York and purchased extensive possessions a t com paratively low 

prices. The people resented Temple fo r th is , b u t because o f h is wealth 

and services, and th e ir own transgressions, th is  sentim ent was soon 

forgotten. A fte r the war, Temple turned from  commerce to the settlem ent 

o f h is lands, aided by his money and h is strong and practica l reason.

By the tim e we firs t meet Judge Temple in  the opening passages o f 

The Pioneers, he has surpassed h is ancestors in  wealth and social 

status. In  fact, h is appointm ent as judge o f Templeton du ring  the 

pastoral age o f Am erican society represents the pinnacle o f h is fam ily’s 

h isto ry, w hich, like  the progress o f c iv iliza tio n  outlined by Cooper, 

endured a p a in fu l process o f b irth , death, and reb irth . A fte r achieving 

high rank in  EXirope, the Temples fe ll to low  position  upon im m igrating 

to Am erica before ris ing  once again to the upper levels o f society:

The posterity o f M arm aduke d id  no t escape the common lo t 

o f those, who depend ra ther on th e ir hereditary possessions 

tha n  on th e ir own powers; and in  the th ird  generation, they
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had descended to a po in t, below w hich, in  th is  happy 

country, it  is  barely possible fo r honesty, in te lle c t, and 

sobriety, to fa ll. The same pride o f fam ily, th a t had, by its  

self-satisfied indolence, conduced to a id th e ir fa ll, now 

became a princip le  to stim ulate them  to endeavour to rise 

again. . . .  I t  was the fa ther o f our new acquaintance, the 

Judge, who firs t began to re-ascend in  the scale o f 

society. . . ." (Cooper, Pion 311 

Here we can see th a t the cata lyst fo r the Tem ples' fa ll and subsequent 

rise was fam ily pride; thus, to understand the co n stitu tio n  o f Judge 

Tem ple's m ystifica tion, as well as th a t o f h is en tire  line , we m ust note the 

source o f h is fam ily pride, a false feeling o f im portance based firs t on 

“hered itary virtues” (Cooper, Pion 69) and then on the a u th o rity  o f 

ow nership. The association o f the name “Temple” w ith  fam ily  pride 

serves an im portan t purpose fo r ou r allegorical study by a llud ing  to the 

m ystifying properties o f the edifice. Also, by ca llin g  to m ind nature’s 

tem ple, described so eloquently in  The Deerslaver. the name rem inds us 

th a t lik e  the H utters, the Temples are doomed to fa ll once again.

Aside from  its  connection to  the theme o f pride over nature, the 

fam ily name “Temple” provides an im portan t h is to rica l lin k  to King 

Solomon. Ju s t as an understanding o f the para lle ls between Tom 

H u tte r’s a rk  and Noah’s a rk is essential to ou r appreciation o f The 

Deerslaver. so, too, does ou r appreciation o f The Pioneers demand a 

com parison between Judge Temple’s m ansion and Solomon’s temple and
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palace in  Jerusalem . Whereas in  the form er novel, Cooper comments on 

Am erican innocence (the m yth o f the second Eden), in  the la tte r novel he 

criticizes Am erican idealism  (the m yth o f the new Jerusalem ); b u t in  both 

works the references to the O ld Testament deprive us o f the lu xu ry  o f a 

purely m ythic in te rp re ta tion . The B ib lica l a llus ions provide an h isto rica l 

context th a t cements the fic tio n a l events w ith in  a tem poral fram ework. 

And once again, it  is  the arch itectura l m etaphor th a t completes the 

allegorical connection between tru th  and tim e. The collapse o f M uskrat 

castle, for example, m irro rs Noah’s d is illus ionm ent follow ing the flood, 

when his own drunkenness led to d ivision among his own sons. In  the 

same way, the absurd ity o f Temple’s m anor house rem inds us th a t 

despite Solomon’s w isdom , h is extravagance led to c iv il w ar among his 

own people.

Like the h is to ry o f the Temple fam ily, the record o f the early 

Hebrews before Solomon followed a cyclical pa tte rn  from  b irth  to death to 

reb irth . The Hebrews rose to high position w ith  Joseph in  Egypt bu t 

then fe ll in to  a period o f slavery tha t lasted fo r centuries. Moses in itia te d  

the process o f re b irth , w hich was then carried on by Joshua, the judges 

ending w ith  Samuel, and the kings Saul and David. Solomon’s anointing 

as h e ir to K ing David was the “crowning" achievem ent in  the Hebrews’ 

long rise from  slavery, and the jewels o f th e ir new kingdom  were his 

tem ple and palace in  Jerusalem . These g lorious structures were icons o f 

the Hebrew golden age and soon became key m etaphors o f Solomon’s 

w ealth and wisdom . We read in  I Kings 5,6 th a t Solomon’s tem ple was a
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unique and m agnificent edifice, an earth ly home w orthy o f God.

Designed in  the a rtis tic  and elegant Syro-Phoenician style, i t  was 

constructed w ith  sturdy cedar from  Lebanon, and w h ite  lim estone was 

added so th a t the exterior o f the tem ple w ould sparkle in  the sunshine 

and m oonlight. The in te rio r cham bers were lined w ith  bronze and gold, 

and sunshine streamed through h igh windows to com plete the rad ian t 

effect. From  w ith in  and from  w ith o u t, the tem ple o f Jerusalem  shone 

like  a beacon to the w orld, a lig h t upon a h ill, and along w ith  its  

reputa tion, Solomon’s fame spread to the neighboring kingdom s.

In  con trast to the tem ple in  Jerusalem , the homes o f the common 

Hebrews were designed fo r convenience ra ther than fo r taste. The 

commoners gathered the m ateria ls closest a t hand and constructed 

sim ple shelters to protect themselves (and th e ir anim als as well) from  the 

ho t sun. The houses were generally b u ilt o f stone and consisted o f one 

m ain room and sometimes a cen tra l courtyard. T he ir fla t roofs were 

m ostly made from  clay, and the floors were made o f m ud. Open s lits  in  

the w alls served as windows. L ike these crude abodes, m any o f the 

homes in  Tem pleton are sim ple in  design. M ost o f the structu res in  the 

village, some fifty  wooden bu ild ings, have been h a s tily  constructed.

L ittle  thought has been given to m atters o f taste, and m ost o f the 

bu ild ings appear only h a lf fin ished. O nly th e ir facades are fin ished in  

expensive colors, “w hile th e ir econom ical b u t am bitious owners had 

covered the rem aining sides o f the edifices w ith  a  d ingy red” (Cooper, 

Pion 41). M ost o f the villagers, it  seems, have lim ite d  them selves by
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necessity to m atters o f function  ra th e r than form . Refinem ent is  a lu xu ry  

they sim ply cannot a fford .

Some o f the inhab itan ts o f Tem pleton are w ealthy enough to 

ornam ent th e ir homes, b u t the uncovered beams th a t can be seen 

through th e ir second sto ry windows show th a t “e ith e r the taste o r the 

van ity  o f th e ir proprie tors had led them  to undertake a task w hich they 

were unable to accom plish.” The im p lica tion  here is  th a t in  designing 

th e ir village, many o f the proprietors have been m ore concerned w ith  

posterity than w ith  convenience, and so they have m erely aped the 

streets o f the larger c itie s  w ith  little  awareness o f th e ir own ab ilities—and 

w ith  even less sym pathy fo r th e ir n a tu ra l surroundings. As a resu lt, 

some “three or fou r o f the better sort o f bu ild ings, in  add ition  to the 

u n ifo rm ity  o f th e ir co lor, were fitte d  w ith  green b linds, w hich, a t th a t 

season a t least, were ra th e r strangely contrasted to the c h ill aspect o f the 

lake, the m ountains, the forests, and the wide fie lds o f snow.” Iron ica lly , 

the w ealth ier inhab itan ts o f Tem pleton seem to be recreating the very 

system  o f aristocracy they rebelled against only decades earlier. For 

instance, the young saplings before the doors o f the “pretending 

dw ellings” look like  “ta ll grenadiers on post near the threshold o f princes. 

In  tru th , the occupants o f these favored habita tions were the nobles o f 

Tem pleton, as M arm aduke was its  k in g ” (Cooper, P ion 41, 42).

I f  Temple is  the lo rd  o f the realm , then h is home is  indeed h is 

castle. Modeled a fte r Cooper’s actua l M anor House, w hich h is fa ther. 

Judge W illiam  Cooper, b u ilt a fter found ing the settlem ent near Ostego

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



I l l

Lake in  1786, the Temple m ansion is  one o f the m ost im portan t 

a rch itec tu ra l m etaphors in  the novel. I t  began as a mere shelter, a “ta ll, 

gaunt edifice o f wood, w ith  its  gable towards the highway” ; now it  towers 

above the neighboring structures lik e  a EXiropean castle and seems 

already to have acquired an a ir o f a n tiq u ity . Many o f the fru it trees on 

the estate were le ft by the Indians, and now they have begun “to assume 

the moss and in c lin a tio n  o f age, there in  form ing a very m arked contrast 

to the in fa n t p lantations tha t peered over m ost o f the picketed fences o f 

the village” (Cooper, Pion 41, 42). This d isparity between Temple’s estate 

and the  homes o f the other villagers parallels the m arked contrast 

between Solomon’s temple and palace and the common homes near 

Jerusalem . Like Solomon, Temple is  held in  high esteem by the 

populace, and his pub lic image is  m agnified by the splendor o f his 

edifice.

S im ila r in  both fam ily h isto ry and social prom inence, Solomon and 

Temple, k ing  and judge, are inevitab ly linked through Cooper’s allegorical 

treatm ent o f the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor. I t  is  no coincidence, therefore, 

th a t one o f the m ansion’s arch itects, H iram  D oolittle , bears the name o f a 

s ig n ifican t figure in  the construction o f Solomon’s tem ple. K ing H iram  o f 

Tyre was in  some respects an overseer o f the am bitious pro ject, fo r he 

provided cedar from  h is kingdom , as w ell as laborers and o ther essential 

m ateria ls. In  the same way. Cooper’s H iram  oversees the construction o f 

the m ansion. R ichard Jones is  the o rig ina l designer, b u t H iram  greatly 

influences the tastes o f M r. Jones “by exh ib iting  a  few soiled plates o f
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E nglish arch itecture , and ta lk in g  learnedly o f friezes, entablatures, and 

p a rticu la rly  o f the  composite order." According to  M r. D oolittle, the 

composite order “was an order composed o f m any others, and was 

intended to be the m ost useful o f a ll, fo r it  adm itted in to  its  construction 

such alterations as convenience o r circum stances m ight require”

(Cooper, Pion 42, 43).

“Composite order” is  sim ply the term  H iram  applies to rationalize 

or perhaps to disguise h is own inept attem pts to blend form  and function  

in to  a work o f s ingu la r harm ony. W ith th e ir eyes on posterity ra ther 

than convenience, Jones and D oolittle  m ust repeatedly compromise th e ir 

“am bitious tastes” to accommodate basic conditions o f construction.

Tim e and again they m ust leam  the valuable lesson th a t “convenience 

frequently frustra tes the best regulated plans” (Cooper, Pion 145); 

consequently, in  th e ir struggle fo r a rch itectu ra l u n ity , they can be 

associated w ith  a rtis ts  in  general, who, like  Owen W arland, are lim ited  

by the m aterial substance o f th e ir medium. W hen they are unable to 

negotiate any so rt o f compromise w ith  the stone faces o f the m ansion 

w alls, fo r instance, they m ust seek refuge in  the porch and the roof. I t  is 

indeed iron ic th a t they fin d  the stone too “obdurate” fo r th e ir own lik in g , 

fo r it  is  the ir own pride—th e ir refusal to subm it to  the w ill o f nature— 

th a t blinds them  to th e ir own lim ita tions. The porch and roof, poorly 

designed and nearly obsolete, become im portan t symbols o f the 

arch itects ' m ystifica tion—absurd monuments o f foo lish  hum an pride.
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Even more than M r. D oolittle , M r. Jones seems u n w illin g  to 

compromise, and m atters o f necessity are like  personal in su lts  to him . 

For h im , a roo f is  b u t an “excrescence in  arch itecture” th a t is  to be 

tolerated on ly because o f its  usefulness, and in  h is op in ion, the “ch ie f 

m erit in  a dw elling” is  no t to provide shelter b u t to “present a fro n t, on 

whichever side it  m igh t happen to be seen,” so th a t “there should be no 

weak fla n k  fo r envy o r unneighborly c ritic ism  to assail.” I f  the home 

m ust have a roof, Jones decides, then it  should a t least be fla t, w ith  four 

faces. The more inconspicuous the better. When Judge Temple protests 

th a t a fla t roo f w ould like ly  collapse a fte r a heavy snow, the “ fa c ilitie s  o f 

the com posite order” happily allow  fo r a compromise. The ra fte rs are 

lengthened to provide a suffic ient slope, b u t because o f an e rro r in  

measurement, the roo f becomes the m ost obtrusive p a rt o f the edifice.

No opportun ity  is found for detecting the erro r before the roo f is  erected 

because H iram  in s is ts  on w orking by the “square ru le ,” ra ther than by 

d irect observation o f the m aterials la id  o u t before him . And so w ith  each 

shingle th a t is  placed on the roo f the effect o f h is m iscalcu lation becomes 

more apparent. In  addition , the chim neys, o rig ina lly  intended to s it low 

so as to “resemble ornam ents on the balustrades,” have to be raised so 

th a t the smoke can be carried away. To R ichard’s horror, the chim neys 

become fou r extrem ely conspicuous objects on top o f an en tire ly  too 

conspicuous roof.

Iro n ica lly , in  designing and constructing the roof, R ichard Jones 

and H iram  D o o little  achieve exactly the opposite effect they were aim ing
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for. W hereas Tom H utte r, concerned w ith  on ly the functiona l aspects of 

h is castle (strength and security), b u ilt a un ique ly qu a in t ye t picturesque 

edifice in  singu lar harm ony w ith  nature, the arch itects create an eyesore 

by priv ileg ing  form  over function . Rather than acknowledge the problem, 

and s ta rt again, M r. Jones su ^e s ts  th a t they cover th e ir m istake w ith  

pa in t. In  the follow ing passage, we can see how p a in t becomes symbolic 

o f h is  m ystifica tion :

R ichard essayed to  remedy the evil w ith  pa in t, and fou r 

d iffe ren t colors were la id  on by h is own hands. The firs t was 

a sky-blue, in  the vain expectation th a t the eye m ight be 

cheated in to  the belief, it  was the heavens themselves tha t 

hung so im posingly over M arm aduke’s dw elling; the second 

was w hat he called a cloud-color, being noth ing more nor 

less than an im ita tio n  o f smoke; the th ird  was w hat Richard 

term ed an inv is ib le  green, an experim ent th a t d id  no t 

succeed against a  background o f slqr. Abandoning the 

attem pt to conceal, ou r architects drew upon th e ir invention 

fo r means to ornam ent the offensive shingles. A fte r m uch 

deliberation and two o r three essays by m oonlight, R ichard 

ended the a ffa ir by bo ld ly covering the whole beneath a color 

th a t he christened “sunshine,” a cheap way, as he assured 

h is cousin, the Judge, o f always keeping fa ir weather over 

h is  head. (Cooper, Pion 43-45).
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R ichard’s bold confidence in  the properties o f pa in t is rem iniscent o f 

W illiam  Dean Howell’s Silas Lapham, who cla im s th a t a layer o r two o f 

h is  special p a in t w ould do m uch to im prove na ture  itse lf. The p a in t is  

indeed a m ystifying agent, fo r even though the roo f o f Temple’s m ansion 

is  a noticeable fiasco, the judge and the other inhab itan ts o f Tem pleton 

are fooled in to  believing it  a trium ph  o f the com posite order. “Thus it  is  

ever w ith  fashion, w hich even renders the fa u lts  o f the great subjects o f 

adm iration" (Cooper, Pion 45).

If  the fau lts  o f the m ansion’s roof are subjects o f adm iration, then 

the porch is dow nright aw e-inspiring. It should be noted, however, th a t 

in  th is  case nature conspires w ith  hum an e rro r to achieve such 

m arvelous deform ity. In  describing the porch. Cooper alludes to 

Solomon’s palace in  Jerusalem . We read in  I Kings 7 th a t the Palace o f 

the Forest o f Lebanon, as it  was called, was b u ilt upon fou r rows o f cedar 

p illa rs , w ith  cedar beams upon the p illa rs . There were windows in  three 

rows, and a ll the doors and posts were square w ith  the windows. In  

fro n t was the porch o f judgm ent, o r portico, w hich was accessed by a 

series o f steps and covered w ith  cedar from  one side o f the floo r to the 

other. A ll th is  was secured by the foundation, w hich was fashioned from  

care fu lly measured and hewn stones. The B ib lica l references to the 

palace’s p illa rs , porch, and steps provide a convenient lin k  to Temple’s 

home, fo r on the m ansion’s stone platform  “reared fou r little  colum ns o f 

wood, w hich in  th e ir tu rn  supported the shingled roofs o f the portico— 

th is  was the name th a t M r. Jones had thought proper to give to a very

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



116

p la in , covered entrance” (Cooper, Pion 60)—and stone steps provide 

ascent to  Tem ple’s portico.

Despite the likeness between K ing Solomon’s palace and Judge 

Temple’s m ansion, there are some im portan t d istinctions. The ancient 

edifice was constructed from  the stu rd iest and costliest m ateria ls in  the 

land and its  design was seamless, w hile the Am erican edifice is  poorly 

designed and made from  read ily available m aterials. M ost im portan tly, 

the palace was m eticu lously assembled by sk illed  craftsm en, w hile the 

m ansion is  carelessly pu t together w ith  little  a tten tion  to d e ta il. This is 

especially true  o f the foundation. The steps were hastily  la id  together, 

and so now the fros t has begun to move them  from  th e ir sym m etrical 

positions. The results o f th is  un fortunate com bination o f cold clim ate 

and superfic ia l construction can be seen in  the follow ing passage;

As the steps lowered, the p la tform  necessarily fe ll also, and 

the foundations actua lly le ft the superstructure suspended 

in  the a ir, leaving an open space o f a foot between the base 

o f the p illa rs  and the stones on w hich they had o rig in a lly  

been placed. I t  was lucky fo r the whole fabric th a t the 

carpenter, who d id  the m anual p a rt o f the labor, had 

fastened the canopy o f th is  classic entrance so firm ly  to the 

side o f the house, tha t, when the base deserted the 

superstructure in  the m anner we have described, and the 

p illa rs , fo r the w ant o f a foundation, were no longer o f service 

to support the roof, the roo f was able to uphold the  p illa rs .
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Here was, indeed, an unfortunate  gap le ft in  the ornam ental 

p a rt o f R ichard’s colum n; bu t, like  the w indow in  A laddin ’s 

palace, it  seemed only le ft in  order to  prove the fe rtility  o f its  

m aster’s resources. The com posite order again offered its  

advantages, and a second ed ition  o f the base was given, as 

the booksellers say, w ith  additions and im provem ents. I t  

was necessarily larger, and it  was properly ornam ented w ith  

m ouldings: s till the steps continued to yie ld , and, a t the 

m om ent when E lizabeth returned to  her fa ther’s door, a few 

rough wedges were driven under the p illa rs  to keep them  

steady, and to prevent th e ir w eight from  separating them  

from  the pedim ent which they ought to have supported.

(Cooper, Pion 60)

Having pu lled free from  th e ir bases, the p illa rs  o f the porch appear to 

levitate. Such separation between foundation and superstructure seems 

to symbolize the dangerous consequences o f Am erican idealism , fo r in  

detaching themselves from  the solid rea lities o f life , idea lists tend to lose 

proper perspective o f the order o f nature. This is  indeed the case w ith  

M r. Jones and M r. D oolittle ; as a resu lt o f th e ir egoism, the base o f the 

porch has deserted the superstructure, the p illa rs  are in  w ant o f 

foundation, and the conspicuous roof now upholds the p illa rs .

By m ost accounts. Judge Temple’s m ansion is  a com plete 

a rch itectu ra l disaster, a bu ild in g  th a t pales in  com parison to  the great 

edifices o f a n tiq u i^  such as Solomon’s tem ple and palace. In  aping the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



118

classical styles, R ichard Jones and H iram  D oolittle  have achieved on ly 

d is to rtion  and d isun ity . Nevertheless, the townspeople admire  the 

edifice, ju s t as the subjects o f the fa iry ta le  emperor venerate h is 

“invisib le ” new clothes. Because o f Temple’s w ealth and social 

prom inence, the people soon forgot h is underhanded accum ulation o f 

land a fte r the war, and fo r the same reasons they now overlook the fau lts  

o f the judge’s new home. Apparently, the two arch itects “had not on ly 

erected a dw elling fo r Marmaduke, b u t they had given a fashion to the 

arch itecture o f the whole county." J u s t as Solomon’s tem ple and palace 

inspired the surrounding kingdoms, “the castle, as Judge Tem pleton’s 

dw elling was term ed in  common parlance, came to be the model, in  some 

one or o ther o f its  num erous excellences, fo r every asp iring  edifice w ith in  

tw enty m iles o f it ” (Cooper, Pion 43). This is ce rta in ly true , for m any o f 

the houses in  Tem pleton are modeled a fte r the m ansion, and the Bold 

Dragoon and Tem pleton Coffee House are ju s t two o f its  more prom inent 

im ita to rs.

G iven the am ount o f tim e and de ta il dedicated to  the layout and 

construction o f the Temple mansion, we can ce rta in ly  conclude th a t it  is 

one o f the m ost im portan t a rch itectu ra l m etaphors in  The Pioneers. As 

we sha ll see, the second crucia l m etaphor in  the novel is  Natty Bum ppo’s 

h u t, w h ich receives v irtu a lly  no a tten tion  whatsoever because o f its  

apparent s im p lic ity . This is  sign ificant, fo r the villagers ignore the h u t 

throughout m ost o f the story, and we are tempted to overlook i t  as w ell. 

Yet even though it  is  n o t described in  de ta il, i t  is  ju s t as im portan t as the
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m ansion. Whereas Temple’s elaborate edifice represents social and 

in d iv idu a l pride, N atty’s crude shelter symbolizes h u m ility , harm ony, 

and iso la tion. Before we analyze the fu ll a llegorical significance o f the 

w ilderness h u t, though, we should conclude ou r discussion o f Templeton 

by addressing the tow n’s m ost distinguished pu b lic  bu ild ings: New St. 

Paul’s and The Academy. These structures provide a fin a l glimpse in to 

the m ystification o f the townspeople, and The Academy in  pa rticu la r 

serves as an appropriate p u lp it for the novel’s m oral voice, M r. G rant.

New St. Paul’s is a new brick edifice b u ilt to replace the long room 

o f The Academy. The pleins fo r the bu ild ing  are o f course provided by 

R ichard Jones, w hile the labor o f supervising th e ir execution is delegated 

once again to H iram  D oolittle . Given M r. Jones’ papal a ir (Cooper, Pion 

103), it  is no wonder th a t he decides, in  the in te rest o f “a rch itectu ra l 

beauty,” th a t the church windows should have the Roman arch. R ichard 

and H iram  seem in te n t on in fusing the edifice w ith  th e ir own relig ious 

views, and so the church becomes the un fortunate arena o f th e ir dispute. 

Jones hides his plans fo r the windows as long as possible, b u t then 

D oolittle  seems to re ta lia te  by sabotaging the project: “As the rig h t to 

plan was du ly delegated to M r. Jones, no d irect objection was made in  

words, b u t num berless unexpected d ifficu ltie s  arose in  the execution.” 

F irs t, H iram  com plains o f the scarcity o f m aterials fo r the frames, bu t 

Eüchard sim ply adjusts the b lueprin ts to accommodate h im . Then H iram  

protests th a t the pro ject is  too expensive, b u t R ichard rem inds him  th a t 

Judge Temple is  funding the construction and th a t R ichard is  h is
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cousin’s treasurer. Eventually, “a fte r a s ilen t and protracted, b u t 

fru itle ss opposition, the w ork was suffered to proceed on the o rig in a l 

plan” (Cooper, Pion 118).

As w ith  the m ansion, R ichard Jones completes h is designs fo r New 

St. Paul’s by im ita tin g  older and greater works o f arch itecture . He 

models the steeple, fo r example, a fte r th a t o f the London C athedral, yet 

the im ita tio n  tu rn s  ou t to be “somewhat lame, it  is  true , the proportions 

being b u t in d iffe re n tly  observed” (Cooper, Pion 118). This lack o f 

a tten tion  to proportions provides an im portan t com parison between New 

St. Paul’s and The Academy, w hich stands, “ in  a ll its  beauty and 

proportions, the boast o f the village, the study o f young asp irants fo r 

a rch itectu ra l fame, and the adm ira tion o f every se ttle r on the Patent” 

(Cooper, Pion 100). In  contrast to the church, the pride o f the o lder 

bu ild ing  is its  steeple, along w ith  the second-story w indow over its  

entrance. The m ain difference between the two structures, however, is 

not th e ir proportions o r th e ir steeples and windows b u t ra ther th e ir 

varying degrees o f a rtifice . In  fact. Cooper associates the Long Room 

w ith  sim ple and na tu ra l C h ris tia n ity , w hile he relates the elaborately 

designed church w ith  the strained and synthetic qua lities o f Am erican 

sectarianism .

Protestant sects such as the B aptists, M ethodists, Presbyterians, 

and Episcopalians are po ten tia lly  disagreeable, according to Cooper, 

because they tend to d is to rt pure C h ris tia n ity , as expressed in  the 

“Sermon on the M ount.” Controversies over doctrine and dogma tend to
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prom ote pride, discord, and m is tru s t ra th e r than love, h u m ility , and 

com passion. Because o f th e ir sectarian differences, fo r example, R ichard 

Jones and H iram  D oolittle  become somewhat m anipulative and 

com batant w hile designing the in te rio r o f the new church. R ichard 

wants to  p u t in  a reading desk and chancel, b u t as w ith  the  windows, he 

m ust be subtle because he knows th a t these item s are common only to 

his sect, the Episcopalians. He also in s is ts  th a t the spot in  fro n t o f the 

p u lp it rem ain vacant, w hile H iram  has reserved the space fo r the 

deacon’s box. F inally, the two arch itects debate about the name o f the 

church, and H iram  only agrees to the name St. Paul’s i f  the  word New is  

added, so as to c la rify  th a t the church is  named a fte r the London 

cathedral ra the r than a fte r the sa in t. T riv ia l disputes such as these, so 

characte ristic o f man-made re lig ion, are noticeably absent when the 

focus sh ifts  from  outward display to genuine, private devotion to God.

In  contrast to New St. Paul’s, the Long Room, sym bolic o f simple 

C h ris tia n ity , displays b u t a few m arks o f hum an a rtifice . Adm ittedly, the 

b u ild in g  is sanctioned by the Freemasons—and R ichard, as m aster o f 

th a t ancien t honorable fra te rn ity , lays the firs t cornerstone—so some 

degree o f debasement can be expected. In  addition , H iram ’s “square 

ru le” is  once again p u t to the test o f experim ent. Yet even though 

R ichard is “a good deal addicted to carrying  everything to  excess” 

(Cooper, Pion 103), the Long Room rem ains essentially an “ in a rtific ia l 

tem ple” (Cooper, Pion 122). There are no accidents th is  tim e, as w ith  

Tem ple’s roo f and porch, th o u ^  the fa c t th a t the horses often fa ll as the
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laborers re tu rn  home in  the evenings does suggest som ething unna tu ra l 

in  th e ir over exertion. Also, the edifice offers “b u t a sm all obstacle to a 

fu ll view o f the ris in g  sun.” I t  is in  tru th  a “very com fortless open place,” 

through w hich the dayligh t shines w ith  “n a tu ra l fa c ility ” (Cooper, Pion 

100). W hat these descriptions suggest is  th a t the Long Room, in  its  

degree o f balance between nature and society, is  a fittin g  emblem o f the 

pastoral age, and therefore a counterpart to Tem ple's m ansion.

W ith its  lack o f shutters and its  m iserable candle light, its  pine 

branches and hem locks stuffed in  fissures fo r in su la tio n , its  large 

fireplace fo r w arm th, and its  coarse benches fo r com fort, the Long Room 

no t only serves as a sym bol o f the pastoral age, b u t i t  also provides an 

ideal setting fo r M r. G rant’s sermon on h u m ility . N ature’s temple in  The 

Deerslaver has been replaced in  The Pioneers by a more civilized house o f 

w orship, and it  is  from  here, in  the Long Room, th a t the reverend firs t 

addresses the people o f Templeton. S tanding behind a rough, unpainted 

box th a t is noth ing b u t an “apology fo r a p u lp it” (Cooper, Pion 122), M r. 

G rant speaks o f m en’s vu lne rab ility  and van ity  in  a m anner rem iniscent 

o f M ichel de M ontaigne in  “The Apology o f Raymond Sebond.” O ften 

referred to as “the d ivine,” the reverend seems to be a m outhpiece fo r 

God, a m oral voice th a t both convicts and consoles:

I t  is  a blessed consolation to be able to la y  the m isdoubtings 

o f ou r arrogant natures a t the thresho ld o f the dw elling- 

house o f the Deity, from  whence th ^ r sha ll be swept away, a t 

the great opening o f the po rta l, lik e  the m ists o f the m orning
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before the ris ing  sun. I t  teaches us a lesson o f h u m ility , by 

im pressing us w ith  the im perfection o f hum an powers, and 

by w arning us o f the m any weak points, where we are open 

to the attacks o f the great enemy o f ou r race; it  proves to us, 

th a t we are in  danger o f being weak, when ou r van ity w ould 

fa in  soothe us in to  the b e lie f th a t we are m ost strong; it  

fo rc ib ly  points out to us the vain-glory o f in te lle c t, and shows 

us the vast difference between a saving fa ith , and the 

corollaries o f a philosophical theology; and it  teaches us to 

reduce ou r self-exam ination to the test o f good works.

(Cooper, Pion 129) 

In  its  d is tin c tio n  between fa ith  and philosophy and in  its  ind ictm ent o f 

m ystification, th is  sermon seems directed at Richard Jones specifically, 

which is iro n ic  because Richard has by th is  tim e tip -toed  from  the room. 

The sermon has not fa llen com pletely on deaf ears, however, fo r 

E lizabeth Temple is captivated by the words o f the reverend. As we sha ll 

see, E lizabeth, as the he ir o f the Temple fam ily pride, w ill soon leam  a 

valuable lesson about hu m ility .

A fte r the sermon, Elizabeth Temple challenges M r. G rant on the 

issue o f c iv iliza tion . Echoing the words o f Jud ith , she te lls  the reverend, 

“Society is a good, no t to be rejected on account o f co ld form s, in  th is  

w ilderness” (Cooper, Pion 131, 132). Society fo r her is  a tyrpe o f security 

blanket th a t she wraps about herself fo r w arm th and protection. This is 

especially tru e  o f her fa ther’s house. A t one m om ent we see th a t “the
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w arm th and b rillia n cy  o f the apsirtm ent produced an effect th a t was no t 

un like  enchantm ent” (Cooper, Pion 67), and the m orning a fte r a n igh t o f 

heavy snow fall, E lizabeth revels in  the reassurance th a t she is  “sheltered 

in  the warm  h a ll o f her fa ther’s com fortable m ansion” (Cooper, Pion 208). 

These lines rem ind us o f Gaston Bachelard’s observation th a t the edifice 

shelters the daydream er. Indeed, E lizabeth’s pride, characterized by a 

false feeling o f pro tection against nature, stem s from  her abnorm al 

attachm ent to the m ansion. This contrasts w ith  M r. G rant’s a ttitude  

toward h is own m odest accommodations. Again po in ting to  the necessity 

fo r h u m ility  and s im p lic ity , the divine te lls  M iss Temple th a t “a 

clergyman m ust no t awaken envy o r d is tru s t, by dw elling under so 

splendid a roo f as th a t o f Judge Temple” (Cooper, Pion 132). Not u n til 

her unnerving ordeal in  the forest, however, when she alm ost loses her 

life , does E lizabeth understand the fu ll significance o f M r. G rant’s fa ith  

lesson.

Cooper is a t h is best in  his narrative o f E lizabeth Temple and 

Louisa G rant’s w ilderness excursion, fo r it  is  here th a t we w itness the 

fu ll cycle from  m ystifica tion  to dem ystification to redem ption—from  self- 

deception to true  “ed ifica tion .” Proof th a t the g irls ’ pride is  bolstered by 

th e ir dependence on the m ansion is th e ir la ck  o f concern fo r the th rea t o f 

wolves. As Louisa po in ts out, “the riches o f Judge Temple have given 

him  too many safeguards, to leave room fo r fear in  th is  house” (Cooper, 

Pion 212), and E lizabeth agrees th a t the “enterprise o f Judge Temple is 

tam ing the very forests!” E lizabeth then throw s o ff her covers and h a lf­
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rises in  bed, two gestures th a t indicate her growing confidence. In  one 

sense, the action o f throw ing o ff her covers represents he r abandonm ent 

o f social conventions and security as she prepares to venture in to  the 

untam ed forest. “How rap id ly  is  c iv iliza tion  treading on the footsteps o f 

nature!" she says, bu t then “her eye glanced over no t on ly the  com forts, 

bu t the luxu ries o f her apartm ent, and her ear again listened to the 

d istan t, b u t often repeated howls from  the lake" (Cooper, Pion 212). This 

is a h igh ly effective moment o f the narrative, fo r her eye is  on the in te rio r 

p icture o f opulent society, w hile her ear is  attuned to the exte rio r music 

o f nature; thus, through h is subtle com bination o f synchronic and 

diachronic elements. Cooper creates a satisfying m om ent o f poetic un ity. 

Here we see the elements o f the a rt o f tru th .

W hether or not she is  responding to the ca ll o f the w ild , Elizabeth 

is overcome by the desire to v is it Matty’s h u t. M r. Eidwards offers to 

escort her, b u t she claim s th a t her m astiff. Brave, is  enough protection, 

though she expects no com plications. In  her disregard fo r danger and 

her refusal o f M r. Edwards’ offer, E lizabeth is  as adam ant as M ilton ’s 

Eve, who in s is ts  th a t she and Adam separate in  the Garden despite his 

warnings about Satan. Like Eve, she is  perhaps over-confident as she 

sets ou t fo r the wilderness h u t. Cooper’s heroine does no t m eet a 

serpent, b u t her encounter w ith  a panther does prove deadly. Brave is 

k ille d  w h ile  attem pting to defend her, and she soon finds herse lf a t the 

mercy o f the beast. Her prayers fo r salvation are answered, though, 

when N atty arrives and k ills  the panther. Brave’s demise symbolizes
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E lizabeth’s fa ll from  lo fty  self-assurance, w hile  the death o f the panther 

represents her re b irth : “The death o f her te rrib le  enemy appeared to 

E lizabeth like  a resurrection from  her own grave" (Cooper, Pion 309). 

E lizabeth and Louisa re tu rn  to Templeton a little  more hum ble and a 

little  more cautious than when they firs t set out. They c ling  to one 

another, fearfu l bu t th a n k fu l to be alive. Their experience has certa in ly 

been eye opening, a true  process o f dem ystification th a t restores th e ir 

self-awareness and th e ir proper respect fo r nature. M r. G rant could not 

have w ritte n  a more fittin g  parable.

Aside from  its  significance to the novel’s themes o f pride and 

h u m ility , the scene in  the w ilderness serves a practica l function as a 

convenient p lo t device, a bridge between the events in  Tem pleton and 

those around Matty’s hu t. We accompany Elizabeth and Louisa as they 

leave the village behind and trek beyond the stum ps and clearings in to  

the established forest. The w ild life  here s till retains some o f its  tran qu il 

beauty, and there are s till signs o f na ture ’s temple. The V ision, 

especially, stands like  an a lta r for private devotion, fo r “the rock sweeps 

like  m ason-work . . .  a spot to make a m an solemnize” (Cooper, Pion 

294). The church im agery continues la te r, when du rin g  the fire , the 

flam es there seem to “d a rt from  heap to heap, as the fabulous fire  o f the 

tem ple is  represented to relum ine its  neglected lamp” (Cooper, Pion 407). 

A part from  nature’s tem ple, the only s ign ifican t hum an habita tions in  

the fo rest are Matty’s h u t and cave. No a rch itectu ra l features o f the h u t 

are described, fo r its  one d istingu ish ing  feature is the way i t  blends w ith
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the landscape (C lark 228). A rough, secluded cabin b u ilt against the foot 

o f a rock, M atty’s sim ple abode provides a fittin g  emblem o f w hat Gaston 

Bachelard ca lls the “h u t dream” ; it  becomes a locus o f “centralized 

solitude, fo r in  the land o f legend, there exists no adjo in ing h u t” 

(Bachelard 32). Yet if  the h u t represents the  m yth o f the isolated hero. 

Cooper’s irony is  even stronger than we m ig h t suspect, fo r the edifice is 

reduced to ashes by the hero’s own hands.

“ In  bu rn ing  his h u t. . . N atty in  effect acknowledges the essential 

incom pa tib ility  o f these two w orld visions and removes h im self from  the 

society he threatens” (Scheckel 143). L ite ra lly  “hounded” by the villagers 

(led by R ichard Jones) fo r assaulting a m agistrate and resisting the 

execution o f a search w arrant. Natty destroys his own dw elling ra ther 

than surrender. H is incineration o f the h u t is  like  an act o f self­

defacement, a type o f suicide th a t deadens h is  s p irit. He te lls  the mob: 

You’ve driven me to bum  these logs, and to m ourn the ashes 

under my feet, as a man w ould weep and m ourn fo r the 

ch ild ren o f h is body . .  . and now, when he has come to see 

the la s t brand o f h is hu t, before it  is m elted in to  ashes, you 

fo llow  him  up, a t m idnight, lik e  hungry hounds on the track 

o f a w orn-out and dying deer! (Cooper, Pion 356, 357).

So connected to the h u t is  N atty th a t its  destruction  is like  an 

am putation o r the loss o f a ch ild . E lizabeth prom ises to rebu ild  the h u t, 

b u t he answers, “Can ye raise the dead, ch ild ! . . .  You do no t know w hat 

*tis to lay you r head fo r more than fo rty  years under the cover o f the
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same logs, and to look on the same th ings fo r the be tte r p a rt o f a man’s 

life .” E lizabeth then prom ises th a t he w ill live in  the new house “in  ease 

and p len ty,” b u t he te lls  her, ju s t as he to ld  Ju d ith  decades earlier, tha t 

he could never be happy among the clearings and skeleta l stum ps o f 

c iv iliza tio n . H is response confirm s h is  contem pt: “Ease and plenty! 

house!” (Cooper, Pion 386).

W hen Leatherstocking rejects Ju d ith ’s proposal in  The Deerslaver. 

he re ta ins h is guarded solitude by sim ply pushing west in  advance o f the 

expanding fron tie r. In  The Pioneers, however, it  becomes apparent tha t 

th is option w ill not always be available. Iron ica lly , pioneers such as 

N atty Bum ppo, in  exploring new te rrito ry , consume the very remoteness 

they seek; th e ir own penetration in to  the w ilderness opens up a path for 

the settle rs who fo llow  them. E ventually, no path o f escape rem ains. In  

The Pioneers, the self-defeating im pulse o f the pa th finde r is  symbolized 

by the incinera tion  o f Matty’s h u t, w hich calls to m ind the burn ing o f 

M uskrat Castle in  The Deerslaver and foreshadows the bu rn ing  o f W all 

Street in  Home as Found.

Throughout the Templeton trilo g y , conflagration serves as a 

cata lyst fo r dem ystification. Flames allow  fo r a catharsis through which 

society is  purged o f evil as hum an pride and self-deception are stripped 

away. This idea o f social punishm ent is common w ith  Cooper: “In  novel 

a fter novel, the feeling o f com m unity  is  no sooner achieved than it  fa lls 

apart from  greed, b igo try, and the weakness o f its  leaders, and the 

com m unity is  punished” (MacDougall 157). F ire, then, is  like  a judgm ent
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from  God, and Reverend G rant’s words h in t a t d ivine adm onition. 

“H u m ility  and penitence are the seals o f C h ris tia n ity ,” he preaches, “and 

w ith ou t feeling them  deeply seated in  the soul, a ll hope is  delusive, and 

leads to vain expectations” (Cooper, Pion 420). As we w ill see, Mr.

G rant’s m oral voice w ill be replaced in  Home as Found w ith  the didactic 

speech o f the na rra to r him self.

The prim ary conflagration in  The Pioneers is  o f course the forest 

fire . To understand and appreciate the h ill significance o f th is  event, we 

can examine Cooper’s use o f a rch itectu ra l m etaphors. By com paring the 

excavations o f N atty and Jotham  Riddel, specifica lly, we can see th a t 

Jotham  seems to be punished fo r h is rap ing o f na tu re ’s treasure, w hile 

N atty is  apparently saved because o f h is  reverence fo r M other Earth. 

Jotham  ignores N atty’s warnings to flee the m ounta in since in  his greed 

he cannot give up h is search for the precious ore he believes to be hidden 

nearby; as a resu lt, he is trapped in  a “grave o f h is  own digging” (Cooper, 

Pion 415) and fa ta lly  burned. His sim ple excavation, no th ing  more than 

a hole in  the ground, becomes a “receptacle o f g u ilt” (Cooper, Pion 425), 

an im portan t m etaphor o f the deadly consequences o f overweening pride.

U nlike Jotham  Riddel, who perishes on the m ounta in. Natty,

Ind ian  John, O liver Eklwards, M ajor E ffingham , Benjam in, E lizabeth, and 

eventually M r. G rant a ll fin d  sanctuary in  the cave. In  essence, they are 

a ll saved by N atty’s fa ith —ju s t as Jotham  is  destroyed by h is own 

disbelief. This association o f the cave w ith  fa ith  is  supported by M r. 

G rant’s reference to the Rock o f Ages (Cooper, Pion 421).
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Both excavations» in to  the side o f M ount V ision are representative 

o f the men who made them , and so Natty’s cave is predictably 

uncom plicated yet somehow extraordinary:

An exam ination o f the  exterior o f the cavern, le ft the Judge 

in  doubt whether it  was one o f na ture ’s fro lics  th a t had 

throw n it  in to  th a t shape, or whether it  had been w rought by 

the hands o f man, a t some earlier period. . . . the roo f o f the 

cavern was a na tu ra l stratum  o f rock, th a t projected many 

feet beyond the base o f the pile. Im m ediately in  fro n t o f the 

recess, o r cave, was a little  terrace, pa rtly  form ed by nature, 

and pa rtly  by the earth tha t had been carelessly throw n 

aside by the labourers. . .  . The whole was w ild , rude, eind 

apparently incom plete . . . (Cooper, Pion 323, 324)

From th is  description we can see th a t N atly’s cave is  an im portan t 

a rch itectu ra l m etaphor th a t contrasts w ith  the elaborate structures o f 

Tem pleton, especially w ith  Judge Temple’s m ansion. O bviously, the roof, 

portico, and foundation o f the cave correspond to those constructed by 

R ichard Jones and H iram  D oolittle .

As M ichael C lark points ou t, Jones and D oo little , in  try in g  to 

reproduce the illu s io n  o f nature, only succeed in  “in tens ify ing  the 

con trast between m an’s productions and nature ’s,” whereas the cave and 

h u t blend w ith  nature (232). Despite h is h u m ility  and reverence fo r 

nature , however. N atty finds h im self alone follow ing the death o f 

Chingachgook, w ith  both h is self-made dw elling and h is  la i^ e r “home” in
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the forest reduced to  ashes. C learly it  was Cooper’s in te n tio n  to  use the 

m etaphors o f the h u t and cave, as w ell as the sym bol o f fire , to  h igh lig h t 

N a tly ’s iron ic position  as the self-defeating pioneer. A t the same tim e, 

though, the conflagration in itia te s  a type o f social catharsis th ro u ^  

w hich the past and fu tu re  o f Tem pleton seem to  be reconciled.

Like The Deerslaver. The Pioneers ends where it  begins, w ith  the 

development o f the theme o f permanence and legitim acy through 

m arriage; yet where N atty and J u d ith  come from  d iffe ren t w orlds—and 

are thus incom patible—Elizabeth and O liver are un ited  by th e ir common 

past and th e ir common fu ture . “By playing on O liver’s adopted re la tion  

to Chingachgook, Cooper finds a way to b ring  together in  one fam ily 

lineage Am erica’s Ind ian  and E nglish forebears” (Scheckel 132). In  

adopting Native Am erican names. M ajor E ffingham  (Fire-eater) and O liver 

Edwards (Young Eagle) seem to adopt as w ell the legitim ate possession o f 

the land, a fact th a t is  endorsed by the legal deed th a t Temple re tu rns to 

its  proper owner. This transfer o f ownership is  agreeable to Judge 

Temple, since h is  own heirs w ill in h e rit the land. In  fact, nearly everyone 

seems happy about the m arriage except N atty, who can fin d  little  cause 

fo r celebration w h ile  m ourning the loss o f h is  good friends. And so a fter 

the marriage between O liver and E lizabeth, N atty attends to the graves o f 

Chingachgook and M ajor E ffingham .

Iron ica lly, N atty’s own h u t has become a graveyard, ye t n o t h is 

own grave like  Tom M utter’s a rk , w hich doubles as a tom b—o r like  

Jotham  Riddel’s excavation and funera l p lo t—b u t the grave o f a  way o f
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life , o f the entire savage age. In  the  m iddle o f the b u ria l ground, a sacred 

c irc le  o f ashes surrounded by m ason-work, the bodies o f O liver 

E ffingham  and Chingachgook lie  side-by-side, facing opposite d irections, 

w ith  the M ajor’s head to the west and the M ohican's to the east. There is  

a decorated um  and a m arble headstone, b u t Chingachgook’s name has 

been m isspelled—a fin a l in s u lt fo r the now extinct M ohican trib e . Along 

w ith  these men, the old way o f pre-R evolutionary Am erica is  la id  to rest. 

N atty longs fo r eternal peace as w ell, b u t even though he is  weary o f life , 

he cannot jo in  h is comrades. He cannot tru ly  leave them  e ither, fo r as 

we w ill see in  Home as Found, h is  ghost w ill be observed roam ing the 

land near G lim m erglass, never able to break free from  the sacred ground. 

H is attem pts to rem ain aloof thus do not lead to em ancipation, bu t 

instead they reduce him  to a “servant o f tim e" (Sheckel 150). He is not 

firm ly  p a rt o f the na tion ’s past, no r can he be p a rt o f its  fu tu re , and so 

he refuses to help O liver and E lizabeth b u ild  a new home and chooses 

instead to d rift fo r the rem ainder o f h is life .

I t  is s ign ifican t, fin a lly , th a t The Pioneers ends in  a graveyard, fo r 

“the new order is  b u ilt upon the graves o f the old, and it  is  through 

m ourn ing th a t the transition  between past and fu tu re  is  stabilized and 

legitim ized* (Scheckel 125). We m ust remember, however, th a t moments 

o f tra n s itio n  do no t provide tru e  s ta b ility . A fte r a ll, the present is  not 

fixed, b u t is  instead a perpetually sh iftin g  po in t along a tem poral 

con tinuum . G iven th is , we should th in k  o f the pastoral age as an era o f 

dynam ic ra the r than sta tic e q u ilib riu m , a  tim e when the Adam ic m yth
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collapses and the savage age gives way to the m iddle age. For the same 

reason, we need to consider bo th  the spatia l and tem poral aspects o f the 

h u t. W ith regards to the cycle o f b irth , death, and re b irth , N atty’s h u t is 

s ign ifican t as bo th  “grave and womb, where the new order is bom  ou t o f 

the death o f the old" (Scheckel 146,147). In  o ther words, the h u t is  a 

grave, or a “s till-p la ce ," on ly in  term s o f its  spa tia l details, w hile it  is  a 

womb in  its  m ore essential tem poral role as a lin k  between past and 

fu tu re . Function ing both ^o ich ron ica lly  and d iachron ica lly, the h u t 

illu s tra te s  the dua l aspect o f allegory and reveals the fundam ental 

ambivalence o f Cooper’s vision.

Natty Bum ppo’s paradoxical re lationship to  h isto ry is a 

m anifestation o f Cooper’s ambivalence as an a rtis t. Cooper knew th a t we 

cannot regain prelapsarian Eden, bu t he was also aware th a t progress 

always comes a t the expense o f the usable past, th a t Americans tend to 

view  the past as an obstacle to advancement. I t  is  no t long, fo r example, 

before H iram  D oo little  finds th a t “neither h is a rch itecture , nor h is law, 

was quite su itab le  to the grow ing wealth and in te lligence o f the 

settlem ent" (Cooper, Pion 446). Here in  Tem pleton he has become an 

obstacle, and so he moves fa rth e r west. Because o f h is ambivalence, 

then. Cooper can be accused o f w ish fiüfiU m ent on ly  in  the sense o f his 

allegorical desire fo r u n ity  between past and fu tu re , c iv iliza tion  and 

nature . Ju s t lik e  the character Petya in  Chekhov’s The Cherry O rchard. 

Cooper seems to  argue th a t tru e  progress is on ly  possible when we firs t 

reconcile the past, fo r in  disregarding h isto ry, Am ericans are like  D r.
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Todd, who rears “on th is  foundation o f sand, a superstructure, cemented 

by practice, though composed o f somewhat b rittle  m ateria l" (Cooper, Pion 

74). To b u ild  a foundation o f solid stone, we m ust m ainta in  a proper 

re lation w ith  na ture and w ith  tim e. We m ust not allow  the elaborate 

facades o f o u r own construction to m ystify us w ith  false feelings o f 

protection, possession, and permanence. This is  the param ount re fra in  

o f the Tem pleton trilogy, especially in  The Deerslaver and The Pioneers. 

where a rch itectu ra l metaphors like  flu tte r’s castle and a rk. Temple’s 

m ansion, N atty’s h u t and cave, and New St. Paul’s and The Academy 

resound like  m otifs w ith in  a m usical score.

As a lite ra ry  orchestration, the Tem pleton trilo g y is uneven a t best, 

especially in  its  fin a l movement. Home as Found, a novel o f vacant 

im ita tions and fading echoes. In  th is  sa tirica l novel, Cooper is often 

dogmatic and h is autobiographical content is  th in ly  veiled; consequently, 

the w ork does no t achieve the same degree o f poetic u n ity  as The 

Deerslaver and The Pioneers. Despite its  lack o f a rtis tic  economy, 

though. Home as Found does provide an appropriate conclusion to the 

Templeton trilo g y . The harm ony o f nature has dim inished com pletely, 

and the contrad ictions o f society have reached a crescendo. The m iddle 

age has supplanted the pastoral age, and the grow ing mob has crowded 

ou t “not on ly the fading dream o f N atty Bumppo b u t Cooper’s dream o f 

cu ltu ra l aristocracy as well" (Sundquist 7). M ost im portan tly, the centra l 

figures o f the novel, the EfGnghams, are treated here w ith  the same 

degree o f am bivalence as is N atty Bumppo in  the Leatherstocking Tales.
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As a hero in  space and removed from  tim e, we rem em ber, Bumppo 

becomes isolated to the p o in t o f impotence and thus com pletely 

irre leva n t to h istory. He is  steam rolled by the advance o f tim e and 

reduced to an apparition fo llow ing the burn ing  o f h is  h u t.

Bum ppo’s s te rility  and celibacy are com parable to the Effingham ’s 

incestuous preservation o f th e ir line , fo r they become a rtific ia l by 

rem ain ing aloof and resisting social change. T he ir attem pts to rem ain 

s till w ith in  the movement o f life  reveals the extent o f th e ir pride and the 

irony o f th e ir m ystification. “The w a ll o f m anners and breeding throw n 

up by the Effingham s barely keeps ou t the surround ing chaos, and it  

does so on ly by cu tting  them  o ff in to  a restricted w orld where p u rity  

comes to equal a rtific ia lity  in  the m ost d is tu rb ing  fashion” (Sundquist 8). 

By addressing the elements o f incest in  Home as Found. S undquist 

h igh ligh ts  an essential lin k  between Cooper, Hawthorne, M elville, and 

Poe. The peculia rly close re lationsh ips between the ffyncheons in  The 

House o f the Seven Gables, the G lendinnings in  Pierre, and the Ushers in  

"The F a ll o f the House o f Usher" are the d irect re su lt o f fam ily  pride, o f 

w hat S undquist describes as a desire to found a lasting  home; yet in  our 

analysis o f these works, we do no t have to lim it ourselves to Sundquist’s 

Freudian model, fo r in  each case, as w ith  the Effingham s, the fam ily’s 

abnorm al ties to its  genealogical “house" is m anifest in  th e ir unna tu ra l 

attachm ent to a physical house. Because o f th is , an analysis o f 

a rch itectu ra l m etaphors is  perhaps more firu itfu l than  pu re ly 

psychological critic ism .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



136

Once again, the centra l m etaphor in  Home as Found is  Judge 

Temple’s m ansion; yet whereas in  The Pioneers the Temple m ansion was 

balanced by N atty Bumppo’s w ilderness h u t and cave, there is  no s im ila r 

counterbalance here. The home stands lik e  an island fortress a t the very 

heart o f the c ity , and in  another sense i t  occupies the center o f the novel 

itse lf, fo r a ll o f the characters converge on the spot as i f  draw n by a 

powerful magnet. The m eaning o f the book’s title  becomes apparent 

when we realize th a t the narrative leads us stra igh t from  the docks o f 

New York to the Wigwam, an edifice th a t serves as the locus o f E ffingham  

au thority. I t  is  u ltim a te ly  iron ic  th a t the home they have fbund(ed) 

stands in  the m iddle o f town because throughout the novel they critic ize  

the m iddling effect o f Jacksonian democracy; they com plain th a t 

egalitarian values promote im ita tion  and m ediocrity, b u t th e ir own estate 

is a m onum ent o f a rtific ia lity  and comprom ise. They m ay rationalize th a t 

the ir im ita tio n  is now an established tra d itio n , b u t th is  on ly confirm s 

the ir m ystifica tion . C alling to m ind the absurd m anner in  w hich the 

m ansion was constructed, w ith  its  conspicuous roof and its  fea t o f 

levita tion, we get a clear p ictu re  o f ju s t how insubstan tia l is  the 

foundation upon w hich the Effingham s base th e ir cla im  o f superio rity.

By ho ld ing themselves in  high esteem, the Effingham s have 

separated themselves from  the rest o f Am erican society, a cond ition  th a t 

has only in tensified  because o f th e ir long absence from  the country.

Upon re tu rn in g  to the New W orld, they are shocked by the drastic 

changes. Like Rip van W inkle, th ^ r seem to  have slept w h ile  tim e
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m arched on. Rip wakes to fin d  th a t h is qu ie t “D utch”  village has grown 

in to  a noisy “English” tow n, th a t federa list Am erica has replaced colon ia l 

Am erica. In  s im ila r fashion, the Effingham s re tu rn  to  fin d  th a t 

Jacksonian America has supplanted Jeffersonian Am erica. This 

hom ecom ing is o f course autobiographical, fo r Cooper made a s im ila r 

discovery a fte r h is sojourn in  Europe. The Am erica o f h is childhood was 

transform ed, and in  term s “both o f Cooper’s Jeffersonian vision o f a 

stable, agrariain democracy, and o f the standards o f cu ltu re  and m anners 

he had learned to appreciate in  EJurope, most o f th is  change was fo r the 

worse” (MacDougall 158).

Ju s t as Cooper probably d id  in  real life , the E ffingham s lam ent 

th a t the good fellow ship o f the pastoral age has been consumed by the 

grow ing tyranny o f popu lis t m ediocrity, com m ercial and speculative 

greed, and the mad rush  westward. Perennial movem ent seems to be the 

way o f the new society, b u t as soon as the Effingham s re tu rn  home, they 

c irc le  the wagons and prepare to hold th e ir ground. In  th is  respect a t 

least, they paralle l Tom H u tte r as he figh ts o ff the Ind ian  siege and N atty 

Bum ppo as he guards h is h u t against the she riffs  posse. When founding 

a home, it  seems, self-defense sim ply comes w ith  the te rrito ry .

There may be no hostile band o f Indians and no organized mob in  

Home as Pound, b u t the th re a t o f the nameless, faceless populace poses 

a serious th rea t to the Effingham ’s way o f life . Here, in  the fin a l w ork o f 

the  Tem pleton trilogy, we see th a t issues o f le g itim ary and possession 

have s till no t been resolved, and a fte r reading o f the  Three-M ile
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controversy, we m ust conclude th a t perhaps they never w ill. This, 

according to Cooper, is because men such as A ristabulus Bragg and 

Steadfast Dodge w ill continue to th rive  in  society. Steadfast Dodge is a 

lo t like  Hawthorne’s Judge Pyncheon. “Swollen w ith  th e  conceit o f a 

vulgar and in fla ted  m an,’ he is ‘so fa r b linded . . .  as to th in k  h is op in ion 

o f im portance" (Leary xv iii). As the n a rra to r points out, he is  a “hypocrite 

by nature, cowardly, envious, and m alignant; and circum stance had only 

le n t th e ir aid to the natura l tendencies o f h is d isposition.” A ristabu lus 

Bragg, on the o ther hand, is not as m alignant as h is counterpart, and 

the na rra to r even concedes th a t under d iffe ren t circum stances, w ith  

better breeding, he would have been a gentlem an and a scholar. B u t as 

his name im plies, Bragg is a proud m an, “bold, m orally and physica lly, 

asp iring, self-possessed, shrewd, s ingu la rly  adapted to succeed in  h is 

schemes where he knew the parties, in te llig e n t a fte r h is tastes, and apt” 

(Cooper, HF 222). As we shall see, these qualities w ill reemerge in  The 

House o f the Seven Gables in  the character Holgrave.

As a cham pion o f egalitarian values, Bragg is like  Eve E ffingham ’s 

a lte r ego. Whereas he is libera l, she is  conservative. He loves progress, 

she tra d itio n . The contrasts between the two are especially clear in  th e ir 

disagreem ent about American arch itecture , which Eve considers 

“generally so sim ple and pure.” B ra ^  is  deliberately tactftU  as he speaks 

to Eve, b u t he seems to be seething w ith  resentm ent. In  discussing the 

Effingham  m ansion, fo r example, he vigorously defends the pu b lic  

opin ion. He adm ires the home, b u t he te lls  her th a t m any others feel
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cheated fo r having no t been consulted about its  im provem ents. “I can 

understand th a t one would w ish  to see his neighbors use good taste,” 

she answers, “b u t the man who should consu lt the whole neighborhood 

before he b u ilt w ould be very a p t to cause a com plicated house to be 

erected . . .  or, w hat is qu ite as like ly , apt to have no house a t a ll.” He 

assures her th a t such is not the  case, fo r m any private and pu b lic  

edifices have recently been erected, a ll conform ing to the p u b lic  

sentim ent in  favor o f the G recian school. To th is  he adds, “A friend  of 

m ine ju s t b u ilt a brewery on the model o f the Temple o f the W inds” 

(Cooper, HP 14,15).

Alarm ed by Bragg’s apparent vu lgarity, M r. E ffingham  inquires 

about the residents o f Tem pleton, which he affectionate ly csdls “o l’ 

Ostego.” In  doing so, however, he takes great care to d is ting u ish  

between the region’s “perm anent fam ilies” and its  “floa ting  inhab itan ts.” 

Thus, Cooper’s own voice comes through loud and clear as M r.

E ffingham  expresses a deep concern tha t, w ith o u t permanence, the 

serenity and s ta b ility  o f the o ld  ways w ill be cast aside and to ta l chaos 

w ill ensue. This view o f permanence is supported by another member o f 

th e ir entourage. S ir George Templemore—whose name is sham elessly 

s im ila r to Judge Temple’s—becomes one o f the novel’s strongest voices o f 

conservatism  and legitim ate au tho rity . He is  an am bassador o f the Old 

W orld and greatly adm ired by E)ve and M r. E ffingham . “We love to 

continue fo r generations on the same spot,” he says. “We love the tree 

th a t o u r forefathers planted, the  roo f th a t th ^  b u ilt, the fireside  by
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w hich they sat, the sods th a t cover th e ir rem ains.” To th is  Bragg can 

only m arvel th a t such im m obility m ust p u t a great s tra in  on business 

operations, b u t S ir George assures him  th a t ancestry, h isto ry, and 

trad ition s are fa r more im portant (Cooper, HF 22, 23).

Bragg is no t convinced by M r. E ffingham  and George Templemore's 

conservative pleas fo r trad ition , and now, dropping h is mask o f feigned 

reverence, he bo ld ly states:

W hy, s ir, in  the way o f h istory, one meets w ith  b u t few 

encumbrances in  th is  country, b u t he may do very m uch as 

in te rest dictates, so fa r as th a t is  concerned, a t least. A 

na tion is  to be p itied  th a t is weighed down by the past, in  

th is  m anner, since its  in du stry  and enterprise are constantly 

impeded by obstacles th a t grow o u t o f its  recollections. 

Am erica may, indeed, be term ed a happy and free country, 

M r. John Effingham , in  th is , as w e ll as in  a ll other things.

(Cooper, HP 23)

To emphasize h is  po in t, Bragg notes th a t a hum an being is  no t a cat, a 

creature th a t loves loca lity  above a ll else. He even adm its, w ith  great 

pride, th a t h is own house was pu lled down sh o rtly  a fte r he was bom , 

and he insists th a t im proving the Effingham  m ansion has been a waste 

o f tim e and money. In  h is opinion, o r w hat he ca lls the “general opinion” 

(for the two are indistinguishable), the home w ould be fa r more valuable 

i f  sold as scrap, especially if  a new street were ru n  through the property. 

The pa rty ’s reaction to these brash statem ents is  perhaps best expressed
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by Eve herself, who te lls  Bragg, “S ir, I am a cat, and like  places I have 

long frequented” (Cooper, HF 25). From th is , we can conclude th a t “Eve 

is Cooper’s m ost poignant, i f  sometimes unbearable, voice o f an 

aristocra tic m ixture  o f refinem ent and nostalgia” (S undquist 21).

Before m oving on to Tem pleton, the members o f Eve’s group firs t 

make a to u r o f New York. On th is  excursion, Eive, M r. E ffingham , 

A ristabulus Bragg, and S ir George Templemore are jo ined by Grace von 

C ortlandt, an American g irl as naive as Daisy M ille r, and Mademoiselle 

V iefville, a European lady. The to u r its e lf is  nothing more than  Cooper’s 

ploy to ru n  the theme o f permanence in to  the ground, fo r the ensuing 

discussion focuses on the m erits o f houses, such as those owned by the 

prom inent M rs. Hawker and M rs. Houston. In  contrast to  the  “m igratory 

population,” M rs. Hawker is as w ell established as any Am erican possibly 

could be a t such a moment in  the young na tion ’s h isto ry. S ir George, 

associating grand facades w ith  high social status, im m ediately presumes 

th a t she is a fine lady sim ply because o f the stature o f her edifice, and he 

acknowledges th a t a “town w hich can boast o f a h a lf dozen such houses 

need not accuse its e lf o f w anting society.” Yet Grace m ust confess th a t it  

“w ould be too m uch to say we have even a h a lf dozen such houses” 

(Cooper, HF 58). This is confirm ed la te r when they v is it M rs. Houston’s 

home. “The rooms are so crowded,” S ir George observes, “one wonders 

th a t the same contracted style o f bu ild ing  should be so very general in  a 

town th a t increases as ra p id ly  as th is , and where fashion has no fixed 

abode, and land is  so abundant.” To th is  Eve can on ly answer th a t
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“these houses are types o f the social state o f the country, in  w h ich no 

one is perm itted to occupy more than h is share o f ground" (Cooper, HF 

63).

In  contrast to S ir George, Bragg feels th a t, “ in  the way o f 

republican com fort,” M rs. Houston’s modest accommodations w ould be 

preferable to M rs. Hawker’s em bellishm ents. Com paring M rs. H ouston’s 

home to those o f English noblemen, he concludes th a t “Apsley House is a 

toll-gate lodge compared to th is  mansion! 1 doubt if  there be a dw elling 

in  a ll England h a lf as m agnificent—indeed, I cannot im agine anyth ing 

more b rillia n t and rich ” (Cooper, HF 75). This is a shameless boast, o f 

course, bu t it  raises an in te resting po in t about Cooper’s in ten tions here. 

Bragg’s pragm atism  seems to be on tria l, whereas in  The Pioneers. 

p ractica lity  and s im p lic ity  are celebrated. This apparent contrad iction 

can be averted by recognizing th a t Bragg is no t im pressed w ith  

convenience and com fort so m uch as he is w ith  pub lic  opinion. Lacking 

substantia l property him self, he m ust ju s tify  h is own position in  re la tion 

to the consensus in  order to gain au tho rity. The Effingham s, on the 

other hand, need no such external va lidation. T he ir land is  a ll the 

endorsement they need. W hat Cooper is doing here is  using 

a rch itectu ra l references to develop h is notions o f tru th . As we have 

already discussed. Cooper believed th a t social values should be anchored 

to perm anent property, b u t when the “value” o f th a t property begins to 

fiuctuate, then social values also become relative. T ru th  its e lf is  then 

opened to speculation.
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G iven Cooper’s stance on the dangers o f speculation, i t  is  no 

surprise th a t Eve’s to u r o f New York culm inates on W all Street, where 

property and land prices rise and fa ll according to popular w him . In  th is  

scene the  case o f V o lkert Van B run t’s farm  parallels the h is to ry o f 

Am erica itse lf. For over a century, the Van B runts w ork th e ir da iry  farm  

fo r a m odest sum. Then Peter Feeler buys the land fo r five thousand 

dollars (one hundred do llars per acre). Feeler sells to John Search fo r 

$25,000, Search sells it  to Nathan Rise fo r $50,000, Rise sells it  fo r 

$112,000 w ith ou t even seeing the farm , and a com pany fin a lly  auctions 

o ff lo ts fo r $300,000. As a farm  it  w ould fetch only a farm ’s price, b u t 

once it  is  surveyed and mapped it  rises in  value. In  Cooper’s m ind, th is  

“fea rfu l delusion o f grow ing rich  by pushing a fancied value to a po in t 

s till h igher” has the po ten tia l to tear the superstructure o f society free 

from  its  very foundation. As Effingham  points out, the  obvious tru th , “a 

tru th  w h ich is  as apparent as any o the r law  o f na ture ,” is  th a t “no th ing 

can be sustained w ith ou t a foundation” (Cooper, HF 102). These lines 

seem to  be contradicted in  The Pioneers by the porch o f the Temple 

m ansion, w hich is supported by its  ro o f ra ther than by its  base. Even 

though the porch’s p illa rs  have lifte d  o ff the ground, however, the 

m ansion its e lf does re ta in  su ffic ien t contact w ith  its  foundation to rem ain 

standing.

B oth in  The Pioneers and in  Home as Found. Cooper uses the 

m etaphor o f the foundation to represent the basic p rinc ip les o f 

c iv iliza tio n , such as na tiona l honor, perm anent security, the o rd ina ry

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



144

ru les o f society, the law , the constitu tion , etc. A pparently these values 

can break down both a t the top and a t the bottom . In  The Pioneers, fo r 

example, in d iv idu a l idealism  threatens the social fiam ew ork, whereas in  

Home as Found it  is  the pragm atism  o f the masses th a t poses the 

danger. According to Cooper, the masses present a m uch more serious 

th rea t because o f th e ir collective force. R ichard Jones and H iram  

D oolittle  may d is to rt the foundation w ith  th e ir abstract notions o f a 

com posite order, b u t the W all Street surveyors can ob lite rate it. Despite 

Cooper’s growing abhorrence o f mob ru le , though, we m ust remember 

th a t in  the Tem pleton trilo g y Cooper the a rtis t rem ains essentially 

am bivalent. The aristocracy and mobocracy d iffe r on ly in  degree, not in  

k ind , and both groups are to be condemned when th e ir hum an pride 

d is to rts  tru th .

Cooper’s condem nation o f hum an pride in  the W all Street scene o f 

Home as Found is indeed harsh. Here he seems to have abandoned his 

a rt altogether and reverted to the acrim onious voice o f h is social satire. 

In  w hat am ounts to noth ing less than m oralizing ove rk ill. Cooper 

im plem ents a threefold attack in  w hich he uses the elements o f p lo t, 

dialogue, and na rra tion . In  each case the key subjects are the 

m ystifica tion  and subsequent fa ll o f c iv iliza tion . F irs t o f a ll, on the level 

o f p lo t. Cooper recycles the conflagration from  The Pioneers to reinforce 

the theme o f divine re trib u tio n . Echoing the burn ing o f Matty’s h u t and 

o f M ount V ision—and looking forw ard to the Tem pleton Fun o f F ire—The 

W all S treet blaze takes on sym bolic significance because o f the lin k
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between the speculators and the warehouses. The men are certa in ly 

m ystified, fo r they “ live like  the fool who says there is  no death," and the 

warehouse are “a p a rt o f the same lam entable illu s io n  . . . the ephemera 

o f the same widespread s p irit o f reckless fo lly ” (Cooper, HF 105).

The warehouses stand as m onum ents o f hum an pride and greed, 

and so the confiagration o f the warehouse d is tric t constitu tes a form  o f 

dem ystification. Ju s t as in  the closing pages o f The Deerslaver. where 

the very seasons seem to mock n u tte r’s delusions o f permanence, nature 

seems to de ligh t here in  the destruction o f W all Street:

There was something frig h tfu l in  th is  contest o f the 

elem ents, nature appearing to condense the heat w ith in  its  

narrow est possible lim its , as i f  purposely to increase its  

fierceness. The effects were aw fu l; fo r en tire  build ings would 

seem to dissolve a t th e ir touch, as the forked fiâmes 

enveloped them in  sheets o f fire . (Cooper, HF 107)

The im p lica tion  here is th a t speculation is  unna tu ra l, and thus offensive 

to God. O nly through a fa ll, such as catharsis by fire , can m ankind be 

pu rified  o f its  pride and restored to proper h u m ility .

Rather than re ly solely on the descriptions o f the W all Street fire  to 

convey h is m eaning. Cooper tu rn s to h is characters fo r backup. Before 

the s ta rt o f the blaze, fo r example, M r. E ffingham  b la ta n tly  predicts th a t 

a te rrib le  blow  w ill soon wake the town “to  a sense o f its  own illu s io n ” 

(Cooper, HF 103), and follow ing the catastrophe. S ir George m ust state 

the obvious. “Here is  a fearfu l adm onition fo r those who set th e ir hearts
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on riches,” he says. “W hat, indeed, are the designs o f m an, as compared 

w ith  the  w ill o f Providence!” (Cooper, HF 107). U n w illin g  to leave w ell 

enough alone, Mr. E ffingham  throws in  a fin a l word o f prophecy th a t th is  

is the beginning o f the end, th a t w ith  “one p in  knocked o u t o f so fra il and 

delicate a fabric, the whole w ill become loose, and fa ll to pieces” (Cooper, 

HF 108). Comments like  these seem unnecessary and obtrusive. We do 

not need Effingham ’s predictions, fo r instance, because from  the 

beginning the Templeton trilo gy has been leading up to th is  clim actic 

event. Also, it  seems iro n ic  th a t Templemore, an E nglish aristocrat 

whose very au tho rity depends on h is  possessions, should voice such 

derision. One cannot shake the im pression th a t Templemore and 

E ffingham , like  many o f the other characters in  Cooper’s lesser fictions, 

sim ply ta lk  too m uch.

The th ird  level o f Cooper’s a ttack, fin a lly , comes from  the novel’s 

n a rra to r. Even more in tru s ive  than Effingham  and S ir George, the 

n a rra to r capitalizes on the W all S treet fire  to pontifica te about the fa ll o f 

p rid e fu l men:

That Exchange, w hich had so la te ly resem bled a bustling 

temple o f Mammon, was already a da rk and sheeted ru in , its  

marble w a lls being cracked, defaced, to tte rin g , o r fallen. I t  

lay on the confines o f the ru in  . . .  house crum bled to pieces 

after house, under the d u ll explosions, h a p p ily  w ithou t an 

acciden t.. . .  Weeks, and even m onths passed, however, ere 

the sm ouldering ru in s  ceased to send up  smoke, the fierce

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



147

elem ent con tinu ing to bum , like  a slum bering volcano, as it  

m ight be in  the bowels o f the earth. . . . The day th a t 

succeeded th is  d isaster was m em orable for the rebuke it  

gave the rapacious longing fo r w ealth. Men who had set 

th e ir hearts on gold, and who prided themselves on th e ir 

possessions, and on th a t only, were made to feel its  in a n ity ; 

and they who had walked abroad as gods so la te ly, began to 

experience how u tte rly  in s ig n ifica n t are the m erely rich , 

when stripped o f th e ir possessions” (Cooper, HF 108,109). 

The narra to r’s sermon here seems a b it pa tron izing (for we readers 

should be trusted to in te rp re t the m eaning o f the fire) and ce rta in ly  

redundant, bu t it  does contain some essential elem ents o f the allegory. 

S tripped o f th e ir possessions, fo r example, the m en experience a process 

o f dem ystification in  w hich they shed th e ir p rid e fu l illus ions o f th e ir own 

permanence and come to realize the tru th  o f th e ir own insignificance.

More im portan tly, the na rra to r develops the  theme o f tim e when he 

points out th a t one “consequence o f a state o f rapacious in fa tu a tio n  . . . 

is  the in tensity  o f selfishness w hich sm others a ll recollection o f the past, 

and a ll ju s t an tic ipa tions o f the fu tu re , by condensing life , w ith  its  

motives and enjoym ents, in to  the present m om ent” (Cooper, HF 110). In  

other words, m ystifica tion  d isrup ts proper tem poral relations. The 

problem  w ith  passages like  th is , however, is  th a t the narra tor’s d ire c t 

language lacks the obliqueness o f allegory. As a  re su lt, the fin a l effect o f
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the novel is  no t iro ny b u t satire, a lig h te r form  o f iro n y  th a t speaks to the 

in te lle c t instead o f the soul.

W hat is decidedly m issing in  the W all Street scene, and in  m uch o f 

the rest o f the Tem pleton trilogy as w ell, is  the m oral grow th th a t follow s 

dem ystification. In  iron ic  allegories, adm ittedly, m any o f the characters 

themselves never make th is  tra n s itio n . It is instead le ft to the readers to 

grow through these fic tion a l tragedies, fo r we have the larger p ictu re  and 

thus can recognize th e ir iron ic im port. Such is the case w ith  The House 

o f the Seven Gables and Pierre—and arguably w ith  “The Masque o f the 

Red Death” and “The Fall o f the House o f Usher” ; however, Hawthorne's 

The M arble Faun. W illiam  Dean Howell’s The Rise o f S ilas Lapham. and 

George W ashington Cable’s “Belles Demoiselles P lantation” present 

special cases in  w hich the centra l characters fa ll and rise again.

In  Cooper’s Templeton trilo g y , on ly E lizabeth and Louisa 

experience a type o f felix culpa, and on ly Natty Bum ppo achieves true  

trag ic awareness. For the people o f New York there is  no lasting 

transform ation follow ing the d isaster on W all S treet. As the na rra to r 

relates:

A fa in t voice was heard from  the p u lp it, and there was a 

moment when those who remembered a be tte r state o f 

th ings, began to fan cy th a t princip les w ould once more 

assert th e ir ascendancy, and th a t the com m unity w ould, in  a 

measure, be pu rified . B u t th is  expectation ended in  

d isappo in tm ent (Cooper, HP 109).
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We can guess th a t the fa in t voice is th a t o f Reverend G rant, whose 

sermon on h u m ility  from  the p u lp it o f the Long Room, sadly, seems to 

have been a ll b u t forgotten. A t th is  po in t in  the narrative. Cooper seems 

to be flirtin g  w ith  cynicism , and he has a ll b u t abandoned the hope fo r 

the fin a l, redem ptive age o f c iv iliza tion . So com plete and disheartening 

to Cooper was the transform ation from  Jefrersonianism  to 

Jacksonianism .

To illu s tra te  fu rth e r the vast changes in  the Am erican social 

landscape. Cooper draws on the Rip Van W inkle m yth. The pa rty in  New 

York moves in land now, and as they to u r the country, the Effingham s 

awake from  th e ir “h ibernation” in  Europe to an awareness o f the 

country's transform ation. The problem w ith  th is  scene, however, is th a t 

the p lo t breaks down com pletely. As in  Hawthorne’s The M arble Faun. 

where essays on a rt and m ora lity are interspersed w ith  narrative , the 

country to u r scene in  Home as Found is no th ing  bu t a debate over 

aesthetics. Grace in itia te s  the discussion by ca lling  the C apito l “one o f 

the finest edifices o f the w orld” (Cooper, HF 112), bu t the M r.

Effingham s, Eve, and Mademoiselle V ie fville  consider St. Peter’s, the 

Cathedral a t M ilan, the Louvre, and the palace a t Versailles form idable 

riva ls . The m ain focus o f the debate is  the cu rre n t Am erican fascination 

w ith  Greek arch itecture, w hich seems to M r. Effingham  “be tte r suited to 

heathen worship than to domestic com fort.” As we can see from  the 

fo llow ing passage, the issue once again is  form  over function :

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



150

The fa u lt ju s t now is  perhaps to consu lt the books too 

rig id ly , and to tru s t too little  to invention; fo r no 

architecture, and especially no dom estic a rch itectu re , can 

ever be above serious reproach, u n til clim ate, the uses o f the 

edifice, and the s itua tion , are respected as leading 

considerations. N othing can be ug lie r, per se, th a n  a Swiss 

cottage, or anything more beau tifu l under its  precise 

circum stances. (Cooper, HF 113).

M r. E ffingham  regrets th a t im ita tio n  is  taking the place o f in s tru c tio n , 

and th a t as a resu lt o f such vulgar pretension, m any o f the bu ild ings are 

obviously disproportioned (Cooper, HF 117). The irony o f th is  stance 

becomes apparent when we reca ll th a t the E ffingham  m ansion its e lf was 

o rig ina lly  a vu lgar product o f pretentious im ita tio n .

In  con trast to the pro life ra tion  o f Greek arch itecture in  the 

countryside near Templeton, there is  a d is tin c t scarcity o f D u tch  

arch itecture—another sign o f the tim es. As John Effingham  inform s his 

guests, “O u r towns pass away in  generations like  th e ir people, and even 

the names o f a place undergo periodical m utations, as w ell as everything 

else. I t  is  ge tting to be a predom inant feeling in  the Am erican nature, I 

fear, to love change” (Cooper, HF 117). This is  ce rta in ly tru e  o f 

Tem pleton, a k in d  o f m icrocosm o f Am erica th a t offers “a fa ir specimen o f 

the more regu la r advancement o f the whole na tion  in  its  progress 

towards c iv iliza tio n ” (Cooper, HF 126). From  the vantage p o in t o f M ount 

V ision, they can see proofs o f the ravages o f m ankind. The la nd  is now
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covered w ith  farm s and com fortable dw ellings, cu ltiva ted  h ills , and 

w ind ing roads. Tem pleton appears “be au tifu l and m ap-like ,” though the 

streets are su ffic ie n tly  relieved firom “precise de lineation to prevent a 

starched fo rm a lity” (Cooper, HF 127). There is no tavern in  town, bu t 

there are shops, lawyers’ offices, respectably sized in ns, and about 

tw enty w ealthy homes, s ix  o r e ight w ith  lawns emd carriage sweeps.

W ithout a doubt, Templeton has changed m uch in  the 50 years 

since The Pioneers. “No cats, as M r. Bragg would say” (Cooper, HF 118). 

Perhaps the m ost te llin g  change in  Templeton is  the accum ulation o f 

churches o f various denom inations. As w ith  h is com parison o f the 

Academy and New St. Paul’s in  The Pioneers. Cooper, in  h is  catalogue o f 

the Tem pleton churches, makes a rch itectu ra l references to develop the 

theme o f social values. The sim ple, ru s tic  Long Room o f the Academy is 

gone, though New St. Paul’s (the Episcopalian, orthodox house known fo r 

its  windows) s till stands. The M ethodist church is  a da rk, gloomy 

bu ild ing , w hile the F irs t Presbyterian, the old standard, is a very good 

house s im ila r to New St. Paul’s b u t w ith  two rows o f regu lar square- 

topped windows. I t  has a new be ll th a t weighs 100 pounds more than 

St. Paul’s and has the better sound. The county courthouse and ja il, a 

yellow ish-looking b u ild in g  w ith  a heavy w a ll around it  and a be lfiy, 

accommodates every re lig ion  b u t Judaism . The U niversa lists have a 

G othic tow er in  wood, the B aptists a Grecian edifice, n o t ye t painted, and 

the Quakers and o ther sects o f Presbyterians w orship a t home.
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By m aking frequent a rch itectu ra l references, such as those 

re la ting  to the church a lte rations. Cooper is  able to describe, in  m aterial 

term s, the effects o f ram pant egalitarianism . The Effingham s, fo r 

example, are d istu rbed by the plan o f the townspeople to low er the 

p u lp it, to raise the floo r am phitheater fashion, and to replace the pews 

w ith  slips. Eve, especially, finds the idea o f slips vulgar and unorthodox, 

fo r it  seems to elevate the sinner and depress the sa in t, yet Bragg 

assures her, “I t  is  very popular, Miss Eve. This fashion takes universally, 

and is getting to prevail in  a ll denom inations.” Once again we see tha t 

fo r Bragg, the m a jo rity opin ion is always correct; however, in  th is  case 

his words do rin g  true . The old arrangem ent was u n ju s t, he argues, 

since the people were “kept unna tu ra lly  down” and since “nobody had a 

good lookout b u t the parson and the singers in  the fro n t row  o f the 

gallery.” He te lls  her th a t the purpose o f the new plan is to achieve ju s t 

equality—to place a ll, as near as possible, on the same level.

Steadfast Dodge confirm s Bragg’s po in t w ith  a force fu l defense o f 

populism :

Why, M iss Effingham , the people w ill ru le , and it  is  useless 

to pretend to te ll them  th a t they sha ll not have the highest 

seats in  the church as w ell as in  the state. Really, I see no 

ground w hy a parson should be raised above h is 

parishoners. The new order churches consu lt the  pub lic 

convenience, and place everybody on a level, as it  m ight be 

. . .  I m ust say I am a supporter o f libe rty , i f  i t  be on ly  in  the
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pews.. . .  To m y no tion , gentlemen and ladies, God never 

intended an Am erican to  kneel. (Cooper, HF 187-190)

C learly Dodge seems to confuse lib e rty  w ith  license, freedom  w ith  

perm issiveness; he seems to advocate a d irect form  o f democracy 

bordering on anarchy. Yet the Founding Fathers, and gentlemen such as 

Cooper, favored a representative democracy. They envisioned a 

m eritocracy, not a mobocracy. They believed in  equal opportunity, sure 

enough, b u t fo r them  th is  d id  no t mean the e lim in a tio n  o f social classes; 

it  m eant sim ply th a t a ll free men (through education, hard  work, and 

fortune) should be able to rise to positions o f power and prestige.

Up to th is  po in t in  the narrative , Cooper has waged an a ll-o u t 

assault on Bragg’s and Dodge’s pragm atic, m a te ria lis tic , and egalitarian 

views, b u t when the party a t la s t arrives a t the E ffingham  estate, the 

focus o f the satire sh ifts , and the Effingham s them selves fa ll in to  the line  

o f fire . To begin w ith , th e ir affectionate name fo r the m ansion, the 

W igwam, establishes an iro n ic  connection between them  and N atty 

Bum ppo, whose s p irit is  said s till to in ha b it the land near Ostego Lake. 

Like N atty in  The Pioneers, they have become iso lated and obsolete 

because o f th e ir idealism . They seem to lack Bum ppo’s hu m ility , though, 

and hold themselves proudly above th e ir fellow  men.

The Wigwam, then, establishes an im portan t lin k  to the past o f the 

Savage and Pastoral ages; ye t i t  is  also a m onum ent o f the EfGngham 

fsunily pride—a ^rm bol o f th e ir irrelevance in  the present and th e ir fu tile
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resistance to the tides o f change. This resistance is  m anifest in  John’s 

attem pts to “de-modemize” the edifice:

I t  is true , the cloud-colored covering had disappeared, as 

had the stoop also, the colum ns o f w hich were so nobly 

upheld by th e ir superstructure; the form er having given 

place to a less obtrusive roof, th a t was regu larly em battled, 

and the la tte r having been swallowed up by a sm all entrance 

tower th a t the new arch itect had contrived to attach to the 

bu ild ing  w ith  quite as m uch advantage to it  in  the way o f 

com fort as in  the way o f appearance. . . . There was not a 

colum n about it, whether G recian, Roman, o r Egyptian; no 

Venetian b linds; no veranda o r piazza; no outside pa in t, no r 

gay blending o f colors. On the contrary, it  was a p la in  old 

structu re , b u ilt w ith  great so lid ity  and o f excellent m aterials, 

and in  th a t style o f respectable d ign ity  and propriety.

(Cooper, HF 151)

Despite these changes. Eve finds the home an “odd jum b le  o f the G recian 

and G othic,” a typ ica l byproduct o f a coun try where “im ita tio n  governs in  

a ll th ings im m ateria l, and o rig ina lity  unsettles a ll th ings sacred and 

dear” (Cooper, HF 149). In  addition, M r. E ffingham  cannot help b u t 

wonder i f  the castellated roo f is  not i l l  su ited to the deep snows o f the 

m ountains. (This observation h its  the m ark, fo r th a t very w in te r had 

dem onstrated the u n su ita b ility  o f the roof.)
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John Effingham ’s a lterations o f the fam ily  estate are sign ificant, fo r 

they ind icate a m arked transform ation in  the m ansion’s ro le as a social 

beacon. In  The Pioneers, the Temple m ansion is  compared to Solomon’s 

tem ple and palace in  Jerusalem , fo r it  stands as a proud emblem o f the 

Judge him self. The villagers recognize Temple’s legitim ate au tho rity , and 

so in  constructing th e ir own edifices, they conform  to the com posite 

order. In  Home as Found, however, the townspeople no longer look to 

the upper class fo r validation. As John recognizes, “Men w ill have idols, 

and the Am ericans have merely set up themselves" (Cooper, HF 240). 

Rather than  d icta ting  the aesthetic values o f society, the Effingham s now 

move against the popular current, and the a rch itectu ra l differences 

between th e ir estate and the other structures in  Tem pleton m erely 

exaggerate the vast social gap th a t separates them  from  the townspeople. 

This gap becomes alm ost unbreachable du ring  the Three-m ile Point 

controversy.

Keeping w ith in  the tra d itio n  o f the Tem pleton trilogy. Home as 

Found focuses on the theme o f possession. Indeed, the Three-m ile Point 

controversy, based on Cooper’s own experience, represents a cris is  in  the 

E ffingham s’ legitim ate au tho rity . For th is  reason. Eve vigorously defends 

her fam ily ’s cla im  to the land. “W hat power—hum an power, a t least— 

can d ispute  the law fu l cla im  o f an owner to h is property?" she asks.

“That P o in t has been ours ever since civilized m an has dw elt among 

these h ills ; who w ill presume to rob us o f it? ” The answer, o f course, is 

the p u b lic , “the a ll-pow erfu l, om nipotent, overru ling , law -m aking, law -
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breaking pub lic . . (Cooper, HF 205). W hile the Effingham s sojourned 

in  Europe, the townspeople adopted Three-m ile P o int as th e ir own, and 

they are no t about to surrender th e ir new acqu is ition  w ith ou t a fig h t.

This battle fo r possession paralle ls the skirm ish  between H u tte r and the 

Indians and M atty’s standoff w ith  the villagers. This com parison does 

no t bode w ell fo r the Effingham s since H utter, we reca ll, loses both h is 

castle and h is life , and Matty’s abode bum s to  the ground. The 

Effingham s do manage to m ainta in possession o f th e ir land, b u t a t w hat 

price? By se tting  themselves apart, and above, the rest o f society, the 

Effingham s become isolated and obsolete; they ris k  complete self- 

destruction.

Iron ica lly, the very methods by w hich the Effingham s attem pt to 

hold back the m arch o f progress become the means o f th e ir inevitable 

dow nfall. This is especially true  o f the m arriage between Paul B lu n t 

Powis Assheton Effingham  and Eve Effingham . A t firs t the m atch seems 

perfect, fo r “the discovery o f Paul’s id en tity  in  Home as Found is a la s t- 

d itch  e ffo rt at founding a true and lasting home th a t w ill w ithstand the 

tu rm o il o f mob democracy” (Sundquist 15). Since Paul is John’s 

legitim ate he ir, h is  marriage to E)ve consolidates the fam ily’s position. A ll 

legal questions about succession and possession are thus avoided. As 

Eve te lls Paul, “Now th a t it  is  know n th a t you are the great-grandson o f 

Edward E ffingham , I th in k  your chance o f possessing the W igwam would 

be quite equal to  m y own, even were we to look d iffe ren t ways in  quest o f 

m arried happiness” (Cooper, HP 396). As we can see, the m arriage
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between Eve and Paul serves the same purpose as th a t between 

E lizabeth Temple and O liver Edwards. The difference is  th a t the earlier 

un ion resolves a c ris is  o f legitim acy by jo in in g  two separate fam ilies, 

whereas the la te r, sem i-incestuous un ion fuses two branches o f the same 

fam ily. U ltim ate ly, th is  fusion w ill lead to the perversion ra th e r than the 

preservation o f the E ffingham  line , fo r the ch ild ren o f Eve and Paul w ill 

have to m any outside the fam ily o r ris k  im potence th rough fu ll-b low n 

incest. We can only speculate about fu tu re  generations o f Effingham s, 

b u t as we w ill see in  the next chapter, Hawthorne and M elville , in  the ir 

treatm ent o f incest, p ick up where Cooper leaves off.

Incest, then, is  the two-edged sword w ith  w hich the Effingham s 

choose to  defend themselves against the encroaching rabble. 

Descendants o f the pioneers, these new “a ristocra tic se ttle rs are no 

longer exactly in  a w ilderness, and they m ust pro tect them selves not 

from  Satanic Indians b u t from  th e ir own mad countrym en. The ris k  they 

run , however, is o f a suffocating inbreeding" (Sundquist 21). This 

process o f perdition through gradual suffocation represents an inversion 

o f the post-Edenic s itua tion , in  w hich incest among the ch ild ren  o f Adam 

and Eve was a necessary means o f propagation. Adam and Eve’s 

descendants m u ltip lied , b u t the EfGngham line  seems to  be dw indling, 

even dying ou t. They seem to be going the way o f the H utte rs, the 

M ohicans, and even N atty Bumppo, who were swallowed up  by tim e. By 

re tu rn in g  to the Edenic m yth a t the end o f the Tem pleton trilo g y. Cooper 

manages to rescue h is  a rt from  the quicksand o f cynicism  and detached
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aesthetic observation th a t consumes m uch o f Home as Found. Once 

again, he finds h is iro n ic  voice, and h is a llegorical treatm ent o f Eve and 

Paul’s m arriage—in  con trast to  h is laborious handling o f the W all Street 

fire  and P oint controversy—is one o f the novel’s m ost redeem ing aspects.

Paul and Eve Effingham  clearly represent a post-lapsarian Adam 

and Eve. The fact th a t Paul is  not called Adam is  un im portan t since 

Eve’s name makes the association obvious. Also, Paul’s connection to 

Adam is reinforced by Cooper’s characterization o f h im  as a 

re incarnation o f Leather-stocking, an Am erican Adam. The likeness 

between Paul and N atty becomes apparent when M r. E ffingham , Eve, 

and Paul take a w alk through the “great tabernacle o f na ture” (Cooper, 

HF 131). There, by the shores o f Ostego Lake, M r. E ffingham  invokes the 

s p irit o f N atty Bumppo. Longing fo r a re tu rn  to the Savage Age, when 

the solitude and peacefulness o f the w ilderness was und istu rbed by the 

passions o f man, he expresses a sincere w ish th a t the forest w ould have 

no inhab itan ts b u t those who have a feeling fo r its  perfection. Eve has 

no such feeling, and in  th is  sense, a t least, she seems to be corrupted by 

European influence, ju s t as the firs t Eve was corrupted by Satan. This 

“corruption” is  evident in  her love o f a n tiq u ity , fo r when she looks a t 

Ostego Lake she says, “Fancy the shores o f th is  lake lined w ith  v illas, 

church-tow ers ra is ing  th e ir da rk heads among these h ills ; each 

m ountain crowned w ith  a castle o r a crum bling ru in , and a ll the other 

accessories o f an old state and society, and w hat would then be the 

charm s o f the  view!” And la te r, when she observes the S ilen t
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Pine, she cries, “Here, then, is  a t la s t an Am erican a n tiq u ity !" (Cooper,

HF 136).

Expressing a preference fo r the structures o f civ ilized society, Eve 

echoes J u d ith ’s claim  th a t she should be a thousand tim es happier liv in g  

among the farm s, churches, and fo rts  o f c iv ilized beings than  on the 

dreary fro n tie r. In  the same way, Paul’s response to Eve paralle ls 

Deerslayer’s argum ent to Ju d ith  th a t the concord o f the w ilderness, w ith  

its  shade, springs, brooks, and trees, is  preferable to the contrad iction o f 

c iv iliza tion , w ith  its  clearings and disabled tru n ks (Cooper, Deer 

254,255). Paul, the nature poet, te lls  Eve th a t the charm s o f the forest, 

w ith  a ll o f the “accessories” o f an o ld  society, would be “less than they 

are to-day,” and he says, “Were we to th in k  less o f the a rtific ia l and more 

o f ou r na tu ra l excellences, we should render ourselves less liab le  to 

critic ism ” (Cooper, HF 202). By lin k in g  Paul and Eve to Deerslayer and 

Ju d ith  in  th is  m anner, Cooper forces us to abandon any op tim istic, 

idea listic treatm ent o f the E ffingham  wedding and to adopt instead a 

c ritic a l stance. The a llusion  jogs o u r memory; it  establishes a tem poral 

context in  w hich to measure the h is to rica l significance o f the m arriage. 

Throughout the Templeton trilogy. Cooper resists the tem ptation o f an 

easy reso lu tion between innocence and experience, new and old, 

w ilderness and c iv iliza tion . Can we im agine, then, th a t he w ill succum b 

in  the end? C erta in ly not.

So fa r we have been discussing two essential factors regarding the 

E ffingham  m arriage: th a t Eve and Paul—representing the O ld W orld and
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New W orld, respectively—are incom patible and th a t th e ir un ion  is sem i- 

incestuous. Another d istingu ish ing  factor is  the sym bolic setting o f th e ir 

proposal. Given the a llusions to Adam and Eive, it  is  no surprise th a t the 

proposal takes place in  a garden, bu t the E nglish-style grounds 

cu ltiva ted  by John, w ith  th e ir maze o f hedges, present a d istorted image 

o f Eden (Cooper, HF 319). Located in  the m iddle o f tow n, the garden is 

perhaps the novel’s m ost im portan t m etaphor, fo r it  symbolizes the 

E ffingham ’s self-imposed iso la tion  w ith in  the very heart o f society; and 

by re in forcing the sense o f enclosed space th a t the a rch itectu ra l 

m etaphors develop, it  becomes the perfect emblem o f fam ily  pride. “As 

clearly as H atty’s w ilderness, the virg in  te rrito ry  defiled by settlem ent, 

the E ffingham  garden stands fo r a nostalgic protection and a sentim ental 

view o f possession, not least because it  contains an idealized partner 

w hich Adam ic Natty could never allow h im se lf to have” (Sundquist 21). 

The permanence o f th is  possession and protection is threatened from  

w ith in  by the gradual suffocation o f the E ffingham  line  through 

interm arriage, b u t there is  a serious external th rea t as w ell. And once 

again the harbinger o f destruction is fire .

O utside the w alls o f the EfGngham garden, firew orks bu rst in  the 

sky as the nation celebrates its  independence. By thus staging the 

proposal scene on the F ourth  o f Ju ly, Cooper lin ks  the fate o f the 

E ffingham s w ith  Am erican destiny; he creates an allegory o f America in  

w hich the garden serves as a  type o f preserve fo r the ebbing wilderness 

and a reservation fo r the fad ing Jeffersonian values. Beyond the
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boundaries o f the garden, the forces o f change ru n  ram pant, threatening 

to pervert the m eaning o f true  lib e rty  w ith  notions o f to ta l license. The 

firew orks sym bolize the paradox o f Am erican democracy itse lf.

Expansive, b rillia n t, booming, and co lo rfu l, th ^ r represent the great 

potentia l o f Am erican resourcefulness, ingenu ity, industry, and d iversity. 

Yet because hum an nature is fa llen, these same qua lities can explode 

like  firew orks. The destructive potentia l o f the firew orks is  confirm ed 

when stray rockets fly  in to  the E ffin ^ a m  garden, nearly setting it  on fire . 

This action im m ediately calls to m ind the flam e-tipped arrows th a t 

assault M utter’s castle in  The Deerslaver. the burn ing o f M ount V ision 

and o f M atty’s h u t in  The Pioneers, and the W all S treet fire  ea rlie r in  

Home as Found. Like tim e and death, the great levelers, fire  in  the 

Templeton trilo g y  serves as a centra l agent o f dem ystification, 

threatening to consume the in fra s tru c tu re  o f hum an idealism  and pride.

F ina lly, the la s t two d istingu ish ing  characteristics o f the Effingham  

m arriage are the double wedding cerem ony a t the Wigwam and the hasty 

flig h t o f the newlyweds to Europe. The Templemore m arriage constitu tes 

an inversion o f the EfGngham m arriage, fo r in  the form er case it  is  the 

groom. S ir George, who represents O ld W orld experience, w hile in  the 

la tte r case it  is  the  bride. Eve. Paul, w ith  h is  afO nity fo r nature, and 

Grace, naive and sim ple, represent the New W orld. Eve and S ir George 

seem to be the m ost com patible, especially considering her love fo r 

an tiqu ity , and so the “m ixed” nature o f th e  m arriages on ly provides 

fu rth e r evidence o f Cooper’s fundam ental ambivalence. “W hat
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co n tin u a lly  haunts Cooper,”  ̂we reca ll, “ is  th a t too fa r outside society is  

lawlessness and anarchy, b u t too deep inside it  is  den ia l o f freedom if  not 

dow nrigh t suffocation” (Sundquist 8).

The double wedding a t the W igwam seems to provide an escape 

from  th is  dilem m a, fo r whereas the Effingham  un ion  seems to lead to 

suffocation, the Templemores seem to carry w ith  them  the prom ise o f the 

F ina l Age, the hope th a t “ tim e, and a greater concentration o f taste, 

lib e ra lity , and knowledge than can w ell d istingu ish a young and 

scattered population” w ill repair the evil o f mob ru le , and th a t th e ir 

ch ild ren  “w ill reap the harvest o f the broad fields o f in te lligence th a t have 

been sown . . . ” (Cooper, HF 317). U n til th is  tim e comes, both the 

Templemores and the Effingham s seem content to rem ain in  com fortable 

exile across the sea, fo r th e ir enthusiastic departure from  the New W orld 

leaves us w ith  some serious doubts th a t they w ill ever re tu rn .

U nlike the m arriages in  tra d itio n a l novels proper, the marriages a t 

the end o f Cooper’s Home as Found represent no t reconcilia tion  and w ish 

fu lfillm e n t, b u t instead only sustained ambivalence and irony. Cooper 

no doub t foresaw two fu tu res fo r Am erica—one o f hope and prom ise, the 

other o f despair—and the double wedding and honeym oon, along w ith  

the firew orks in  the garden and Paul and Eve’s incom patib le and 

incestuous re la tionsh ip, reinforce th is  sense o f doubleness. Opening in  

concord and closing in  contrad iction , the Tem pleton trilo g y  is  from  

beginning to end the product o f Cooper’s allegorical desire, and the m ost 

poetic expression o f th is  desire is  the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor. Crowding
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the fro n tie r between m yth and history, the edifices in  the Templeton 

trilo gy are key m etaphors o f American democracy, w hich fo r Cooper 

“prom ised the means fo r u n itin g  s ta b ility  and change in  one social order” 

and w hich depended on “ the proper s p irit o f h u m ility ,” a perception o f 

one’s own insignificance “th a t man m ight achieve by liv in g  among the 

im m ensity and power o f untouched nature” (Ringe 124). Also essential 

was an adherence to proper C hristian princip les, w hich were not subject 

to the w ill o f the congregation (Ringe 125). The churches and other 

structures in  Cooper’s Templeton trilo g y  are thus allegorical because 

they are cemented in  m oral principles and negotiate the threshold 

between s ta b ility  and change, space and tim e, past and fu tu re .

Adm ittedly, The Deerslaver. The Pioneers, and Home as Found lack 

the “crue l iron  o f re a lity ” (Lawrence 61)—and fo r th is  we can place 

Cooper among conservative romancers such as Simms, who were 

followers o f Scott. Yet because of the essential doubleness o f Cooper’s 

vision, w ith  h is am bivalent treatm ent o f h is to ry  and m yth, we can also 

place him  w ith  experim ental romancers such as Brown, Hawthorne, Poe, 

and M elville. A t the very least, the Tem pleton trilo g y  is a precursor o f 

iron ic allegory. W hat u ltim a te ly d istinguishes the dark Romantics from  

Cooper, however, is  the power o f blackness, the trag ic sensib ility  w hich, 

as we sha ll see in  the next chapter, could on ly emerge from  an a rtis tic  

tem peram ent forged in  the shadows o f the G othic tra d itio n  and refined in  

the convicting lig h t o f the P uritan legacy.
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CHAPTER III

DECONSTRUCTION: THE STRUCTURE OF IRONY 

The flame consume my dwelling place.

And when I could no longer look,

I  blest His name that gave and took,

That laid my goods now in the dust

Bradstreet

D uring the m id-nineteenth century, a t the dawn o f the Am erican 

renaissance, Am erican w rite rs pub lic ly  declared th e ir own em ancipation 

from  the European lite ra ry  tra d itio n , b u t Am erican lite ra tu re  had 

perhaps always been fundam entally subversive. As we saw in  the last 

chapter, fo r instance, even generally conservative authors such as 

Cooper betrayed an a ffin ity  fo r am biguity and a reluctance to reconcile 

paradox. Some critics , inc lud ing  D. H. Lawrence, m ight argue th a t the 

state o f Am erican letters du rin g  the colonia l and federal periods was 

more reactionary than revolutionary; yet because o f Am erica’s 

geographical iso la tion from  Ehirope, early Am erican authors d id  enjoy an 

outsider’s po in t o f view th a t allowed them  to nu rtu re  a c ritic a l 

perspective o f EXiropean a rt and cu ltu re . Not u n til the Am erican 

renaissance, however, d id  th is  fresh perspective achieve a su ffic ie n t level

164
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o f refinem ent to constitu te  a na tiona l lite ra ry  movement. The p rim ary 

catalysts fo r Am erica’s lite ra ry  awakening were the Transcendental poets, 

who tempered the subjectivism  o f the Rom antic poets w ith  a new 

emphasis on d ia lectic, democracy, and the Am erican landscape; b u t it  

was perhaps the fic tio n  w rite rs who im plem ented the greater lite ra ry  

innovations o f the era. Ebcpanding on the European G othic tra d itio n , 

its e lf a reactionary genre, Am erica’s experim ental romancers created a 

uniquely Am erican genre w ith  trem endous po ten tia l fo r am biguity and 

irony.

Irony is not unique to G othic lite ra tu re , o f course, b u t is  instead 

characteristic o f d iachronic fic tio n  in  general. For example, in  the novel, 

a form  th a t can be said to originate in  the “Q uixotic tension between the 

w orld o f romance and th a t o f rea lity” (De Man, B I 55), moments o f irony 

resu lt from  the inevitable s tru c tu ra l d iscon tinu ities th a t arise when 

them atic d u a lity  is  played ou t w ith in  the tem poral fram ework o f 

narrative. U ltim ate ly, it  is  the m usical q u a lity  o f narrative, the 

“un in te rrup ted  and irre s is tib le  fiow  o f tim e” w ith in  a w ork o f fic tio n , th a t 

“gives homogeneity to the d isjo in ted parts, by p u ttin g  them  in  a 

re lationsh ip th a t, a lthough irra tio n a l and ineffable, is  nevertheless one o f 

u n ity ” (De Man, B I 58). Because o f its  in tegra l re la tionsh ip  to tim e, then, 

irony is the determ ining and organizing p rinc ip le  o f the novel. The 

essential co n tribu tion  o f G othic fic tio n  is the way it  uses th is  organizing 

p rincip le  to expand the lim its  o f ob jectivity.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



166

European G othic w rite rs such as Horace W alpole tu rn ed  from  the 

objective, p u b lic  w orld o f the early sentim ental and social novels and 

from  the subjective, private w orld o f the Rom antic poets to  create instead 

a d u a lis tic  system, both pub lic  and private, objective and subjective.

Ann Radcliffe b lurred the d is tin c tio n  between fact and fancy through 

m anipula tion o f the picturesque, w hile  M atthew  Lewis presented the 

supernatura l as a function o f private experience. O f the ea rly  G othicists, 

Charles M a tu rin  succeeded m ost in  creating a dua lis tic  system . By 

deta iling personal reflections on te rro r and sim ultaneously preserving the 

ob jectiv ity o f the inner narra tor, he created confusion about the nature o f 

rea lity. In  th is  way, h is subjective h o rro r took on an objective force 

(Haggerty 391). Early G othic romances may have been crude and 

sensational, b u t they paved the way fo r la te r G othicists by re jecting the 

conventions o f fic tion a l form . These w rite rs on ly began to resolve the 

“paradox o f pub lic and private experience by means o f in te rn a l narrators 

and suspended tales.” I t  rem ained fo r la te r G othicists, specifica lly 

Am erica’s experim ental rom ancers, to  “fin d  the means o f reaching 

outward from  th is  in te rio rity  to produce a pow erful new form ” (Haggerty 

391). The “pow erful new form ” suggested here by Haggerty is  iron ic  

allegory.

J u s t as the Am erican Transcendentalists diverged from  the 

Rom antic tra d itio n  through the in fluence o f pantheistic re lig io n  and 

idea lis tic  philosophy, so too can Am erica’s experim ental rom ancers be 

d istinguished from  Europe’s G othic w rite rs by the nature o f th e ir m oral
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im agination. As a pa rt o f the legacy o f P uritan  allegory, Am erican 

allegorists inhe rited  a doctrine o f relig ious dualism —a skeptical approach 

to tru th  revealed them atica lly in  the story o f Adam  and Eve, the Garden 

o f Eden, and the tragic Fall. Yet whereas allegories such as Bunyan's 

P ilcrim 's Progress and M ilton ’s Paradise Lost m a in ta in  firm ly  established 

hierarchies o f value, w hich define o r give m eaning to  the progress o f the 

characters, Am erican allegories m aintain them atic ambivalence. Their 

"am bivalent personification, though fram ed in  a re lig ious dualism  whose 

doctrina l base has crum bled, seems to measure the distance th a t exists 

between the w orld  o f appearance, chance, and self-deception, and the 

w orld o f re a lity , order, and tru th ” (Honig 117).

Aligned w ith  P uritan allegory in  its  d u a lis tic  approach to the 

themes o f tru th , the Garden, the Fall, and O rig ina l Sin—and aligned w ith  

G othic fic tio n  in  its  am bivalent approach to the themes o f space and 

tim e—Am erican iron ic allegory can perhaps best be described as a hybrid 

o f these two oblique genres. The purest expression o f th is  un ion can be 

found in  the w orks o f Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose a rtis tic  sensib ility  

fused and refined the them atic ambivalence o f the G othicists and the 

m oral im agination o f the P uritan allegorists to y ie ld  h is one great subject: 

the tru th  o f the hum an heart. Hawthorne’s understanding o f hum anity 

represents a s ign ifican t departure from  neo-classical and Rom antic 

notions. Like the neo-classicists, he believed th a t m ankind is  fa llen ; yet 

un like  his 18**̂  century predecessors, he took th is  to  mean th a t men are 

double by na ture , no t essentia lly evil. In  add ition , Hawthorne,
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influenced by the Romantics, conceived o f the universe as organic and 

dynam ic; and like  Emerson and Thoreau he m aintained th a t m oral 

reform  m ust come from  w ith in . B u t the efforts o f h is contem poraries a t 

"transform ation w ith ou t tragedy he branded w ith  th e ir own favorite  term  

o f opprobrium : ‘m echanical”  (Male 36).

It is  Hawthorne’s trag ic vis ion  o f dual hum anity. Anally, and o f the 

necessity o f sin and suffering fo r m oral transform ation th a t distinguishes 

him  as Am erica’s A rst great iro n ic  allegorist. W ith  “am biguity o f meaning 

and c la rity  o f technique” (Male 76), he wrote o f the centra l paradox th a t 

lies a t the heart o f tragedy and C hris tian ity : the am biguous m ixtu re  o f 

good and evil. He realized th a t men are h a lf angels and h a lf demons. As 

Male points ou t:

[th is  tru th ) can on ly be grasped in  its  to ta l liv in g  context; 

and since th is  comprehensive view is  im possible from  any 

single hum an perspective, the closest we can come to it  is 

through “expression”—art, sym bol, gesture, o r parable—a 

showing o f “some tra it” from  w hich the to ta lity  m ay be 

in ferred. (117)

For Hawthorne, a rt, o r more speciAcally trag ic a rt, provided a means for 

m oral growth. For th is  reason, we can indeed ca ll him  an a rtis t o f tru th .

According to Hawthorne, m oral transform ation begins when one 

becomes involved w ith  life , w ith  a rt, and (un like  N atty Bum ppo, the hero 

in  space) w ith  tim e; it  occurs “on ly when action and passion, head and 

heart are fused in  the Arery crucib le .” The crucib le  can take d iffe ren t
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form s (the b lacksm ith ’s fire , the scien tist’s e lix ir, etc.), ye t in  each case 

Hawthorne uses the “vessels o f p u rifica tion  . . .  as am biguous agents o f 

destruction and creation.” The m ost prom inent crucib le  is the hum an 

heart, especially, as in  The Scarlet Letter, the wom an’s heart. Like Adam 

before him , A rth u r Dimmesdale comes, through passionate physical, 

em otional, and u ltim a te ly  sp iritu a l contact w ith  Hester Prynne, to a more 

complete understanding o f h is dual nature. This o f course resu lts in  an 

in itia l fa ll—fo r transform ation w ith ou t tragedy is  im possible—b u t in  the 

end he is bom  again and rises to a new position o f m oral awareness. 

Indeed, the “heart is  a fou l cavern; b u t fo r the m an it  is  the source o f life , 

the great converter” (Male 16).

In  Hawthorne’s fic tio n , then, the un ion o f the sexes, usua lly  in  the 

form  o f m arriage (though not in  the case o f Hester and Dimmesdale), 

often plays a key role in  the process o f m oral transform ation. In  such 

cases, the re la tionsh ip  between man and woman is  presented as a 

d ia lectica l exchange between m asculine speculation and fem inine 

investm ent:

The woman m ust become curious about m an’s providence o f 

knowledge; the man m ust become passionately attracted to 

the woman and through th is  a ttra c tio n  become involved w ith  

tim e, sin , and suffering. The fru it o f th e ir un ion  w ill be, like  

Pearl, a t once a token o f s in  and a prom ise o f redem ption.

(Male 9)
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In  th is  passage, Male describes the  com plem entary re la tionsh ip  between 

m ascu lin ity and fem in in ity; in  iso la tion , each presents b u t a h a lf-tru th , 

an incom plete p ictu re  o f the hum an heart, b u t when un ited , the p ictu re  

is complete. Thus, through m arriage, man and wom an m ature.

Given th a t the hum an heart is  the prim ary crucib le  in  w h ich many 

o f Hawthorne’s characters confron t the fires o f trag ic experience, it  is  

in te resting to note th a t in  The House o f the Seven Gables, the Pyncheon 

m ansion its e lf seems to pulse like  a great hum an heart, a vessel o f m oral 

transform ation. In  fact, so m uch o f “m ankind’s varied experience had 

passed [through the house]—so m uch had been suffered, and som ething, 

too, enjoyed—th a t the very tim bers [are] ooty, as w ith  the m oisture o f a 

heart.” Also, the house its e lf is “lik e  a great hum an heart, w ith  a life  o f 

its  own, £ind fu ll o f rich  and somber rem iniscences” (Hawthorne, House 

18); and the great kitchen fireplace, especially, serves “a ll the be tte r as 

an emblem o f the m ansion’s heart” (Hawthorne, House 172). By 

establishing a lin k  between heart and house, a rch itec tu ra l im agery such 

as th is  reinforces a key theme in  Hawthorne’s allegory: th a t in  the search 

fo r a lasting  home, as w ith  m arriage, one finds both the po ten tia l fo r ru in  

and the prom ise o f salvation.

In  The House o f the Seven Gables, a llegorical desire—the hope fo r 

heaven—is depicted as a search fo r home, a "fusion o f tim e and space, 

investm ent and speculation, past and present” (Male 41). This them e o f 

the house as a crucib le o f am biguity, o f good and evil, is  shared by both 

Hawthorne and M elville. As we sh a ll see, Hawthorne’s H ie  House o f the
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Seven Gabies and M elville ’s Pierre are two allegories about the m ystifying 

power o f the edifice, the nature o f personal and fam ily pride, and the 

tragedy o f m an’s Fall. Specifically, both authors explore the relationship 

between tim e and irony. Hawthorne, in  h is allegory o f the Pyncheon 

m ansion, distinguishes between present tim e and the “great w orld clock 

o f tim e” (House 215). M elville, in  h is allegory o f Saddle Meadows, the 

Apostles, and the prison, distinguishes between ea rth ly tim e and 

celestia l tim e. U ltim ately, we w ill fin d  th a t it  is  the in te n tio n  o f each 

author, by em ploying a rch itectu ra l imagery, to develop the theme o f tim e, 

to create an allegory o f Am erica itse lf. Hawthorne’s allegory portrays an 

Am erica tom  between conservative and dem ocratic im pulses, whereas 

M elville ’s allegory portrays an Am erica tom  between absolute idealism  

and virtuous expediency. Despite these differences, the two allegories, 

both d is tin c tly  Am erican, leave us w ith  the lasting  im pression o f a nation 

faced w ith  am biguity and irresolvable contradictions.

Am erican iron ic allegory, we recall, was bom  ou t o f the union 

between P uritan allegory and G othic fic tio n . O f Hawthom e’s greatest 

w orks. The Scarlet Letter and The House o f the Seven Gables display, in  

th e ir m ost extreme form s, the two m ajor components o f Am erican iron ic 

allegory. The Scarlet Letter, o f course, draws on the tra d itio n  o f P uritan 

allegory, w hile  The House o f the Seven Gables c learly fa lls  w ith in  the 

G othic genre. There is, fo r example, the essentia lly G othic p lo t: the 

revelation o f the wrongs o f past generations and the setting rig h t o f those 

wrongs by m arriage a fte r slow exposure to them  over tim e. And there is
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certa in ly no shortage o f G othic conventions. The Pyncheon house, a 

dark and re la tive ly isolated old m ansion, stands as an Am erican version 

o f a gloomy, deserted European castle, and the typ ica l G othic crim e is 

represented by Colonel Ityncheon’s persecution o f W izard M aule, Jaffrey’s 

persecution o f C liffo rd , and Matthew M aule’s hypnotism  o f Alice 

Pyncheon.

Blood and deform ity, two common G othic conventions, can be seen 

in  W izard M aule’s curse on Colonel Pyncheon, the broad crim son sta in 

on Jaffrey’s w hite neck clo th , and Hepzibah’s scowl. N a tu ra l phenomena 

(such as the easterly storm  th a t blackens the roo f and w alls o f the old 

house) play an im portan t role in  the novel, as do supernatura l 

phenomena, such as W izard Maule’s apparent m agic powers, M atthew 

Maule and Holgrave’s experim ents w ith  hypnotism , and the procession o f 

ghosts th a t assembles a t m idnight in  the m ansion’s pa rlo r. Two more 

conventions are the presence o f feudal kn igh ts and the use o f artw ork. 

O utside the house there is  a po litica l parade, an Am erican version o f a 

feudal procession, w hile inside the house there is  a dom ineering p o rtra it 

o f Colonel Pyncheon, behind which lies the m issing deed. A fin a l G othic 

convention, and a favorite o f Hawthorne, is the m anuscrip t. As in  The 

Scarlet Letter. Hawthorne uses the m anuscrip t device in  The House o f 

the Seven Gables to convince his readers th a t h is  s to ry has been handed 

down to him  from  the past.

When exam ining the Gothic conventions in  The House o f the Seven 

Gables, we m ust understand th a t Hawthorne does n o t sim ply regurgitate
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the w ork o f 18**̂  century EXiropean G othic novelists; instead, he reworks 

established conventions in  a new way, draw ing on h is m oral im agination 

to blend elem ents o f G othic fic tio n  and P uritan allegory in to  a new form . 

We m ust res is t the tem ptation, therefore, to fa ll back on sim p lis tic  

notions o f these genres. Hawthom e’s use o f allegory, especially, m ust be 

understood as a “m im etic mode o f representation in  w h ich fic tio n  and 

re a lity  . . . coincide” (De Man, 218). As an accom plished allegorist, 

Hawthorne goes beyond mere personification and iconography in  order to 

create a rtis tic  am biguity. Such am biguity serves two essential functions: 

it  keeps the author from  being found ou t and it  creates irony.

F irs t, by b lu rrin g  the gap between fic tion  and re a lity , Hawthorne 

prevents the reader from  discovering the nature o f h is  allegorical devices. 

This is im portan t because the effectiveness o f h is  narratives w ould cease 

if  the devices were discovered. Hawthorne explains th is  in  h is preface to 

The House o f the Seven Gables: “The author has considered it  hard ly 

w orth h is w hile, therefore, re lentlessly to im pale the story w ith  its  m oral 

as w ith  an iro n  rod—or, rather, as by sticking a p in  through a b u tte rfly— 

thus a t once depriving it  o f life , and causing it  to s tiffe n  in  an ungain ly 

and u n n a tu ra l a ttitud e ” (House v iii). From th is  passage we can see th a t 

Hawthorne clearly idealized dynam ic, organic a rt, n o t the type o f 

m echanical didacticism  th a t Coleridge a ttribu ted  to allegory.

C erta in ly, a “good allegory, lik e  a good poem, does no t e xh ib it 

devices o r ham m er away a t in ten tions. I t  beguiles the reader w ith  a 

continuous in te rp lay between sub ject and sense in  the sto ryte lling , and
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the narrative, the sto ry itse lf, means everything” (Honig 5). A second 

benefit o f allegory—the one central to o u r discussion here—is th a t its  

very obliqueness provides the ideal vehicle fo r irony. In  The House o f the 

Seven Gables, fo r example, Hawthorne's allegory o f the Pyncheon 

m ansion reveals the iro ny o f man’s p rid e fu l ye t fu tile  attem pts to 

overcome nature and tim e. Hawthorne pokes fun  a t the Pyncheon 

fam ily, who attem pt to overcome th e ir own m orta lity  th rough m aterialism  

and the creation o f a dynasty.

Hawthom e’s “a rch itectu ra l allegory” is  divided in to  three basic 

parts; the firs t focuses on the legacy o f the Colonel, Gervayse, and 

Jaffrey, the second on the somewhat incestuous re la tionsh ip  between 

C liffo rd  and Hepzibah, and the th ird  on the courtship and m arriage o f 

Holgrave and Phoebe. In  each section, Hawthorne takes special care to 

construct m etaphors lin k in g  the Ifyncheons to the house they in ha b it. 

The connection between fam ily and home is  established below:

[The m ansion’s] splendid ha lls , and suites o f spacious 

apartm ents, are flooded w ith  a m osaicwork o f costly m arbles; 

its  w indows, the whole height o f each room, adm it the 

sunshine through the m ost transparent o f p la te  glass; its  

high cornices are gilded, and its  ceilings gorgeously painted; 

and a lo fty  dome—through w hich, from  the cen tra l 

pavement, you may gaze up to  the slqr, as w ith  no 

obstructing  medium between—surm ounts the  whole. W ith
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w hat fa ire r emblem could any m an desire to  shadow fo rth  

h is character? (Hawthorne, House 176)

In  th is  passage, we can see th a t the “splendid ha lls” and “lo fty  dome” o f 

the m ansion correspond to the Pyncheon fam ily’s opulence and pride.

Yet no am ount o f sunshine o r gold can com pletely eradicate the shadows 

th a t lu rk  in  every hum an heart, and the Colonel’s s in  against Maule, we 

can be assured, resides perpetually in  some dark com er:

Ah, bu t in  some low and obscure nook—some narrow  closet 

on the ground floor, shut, locked, and bolted, and the key 

flung away; o r beneath the m arble pavement, in  a stagnant 

water puddle, w ith  the richest pattem  o f m osaicwork 

above—may lie  a corpse, h a lf decayed, and s till decaying, 

and d iffus ing  its  death scent a ll through the palace!

(Hawthom e, House 176)

In  addition to h is use o f a rch itectu ra l m etaphors, Hawthome 

draws on the diachronic properties o f allegory th roughou t The House o f 

the Seven Gables in  order to establish a key them atic connection 

between tim e and tragedy. U nlike symbols, w hich are fixed in  tim e, 

allegories represent tem poral difference. As De Man pu ts it, symbol 

postulates the possib ility  o f id e n tity  o r iden tifica tion , whereas allegory 

“designates p rim arily  a distance in  re la tion  to its  own o rig in .” By placing 

the subject w ith in  the context o f tim e, allegory “prevents the  se lf from  an 

illu so ry  iden tifica tion  w ith  the n o n -se lf (De Man, jCT 210).
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I t  is  im p o rtan t to note th a t symbol cannot exist apart from  

allegory. The two are not m u tu a lly  exclusive; a ll symbols fa ll 

im m ediately w ith in  the context o f tim e. For example, the looking glass 

and the w ell a t the  Pyncheon m ansion, im portan t m etaphors (such as 

Cooper’s G lim m erglass) o f perception and reflection , fa ll w ith in  the 

context o f the tem poral narrative . This holds tru e  as w ell fo r the 

m ansion’s sun d ia l, w hich is  a perpetual rem inder throughout the story 

th a t the “shadow [o f death] creeps and creeps, and is always looking over 

the shoulder o f the sunshine!” (Hawthome, House 146). O ther symbols 

th a t develop the theme o f tim e are the procession o f ghosts, Ja ffrey ’s 

pocket watch, the po litica l procession, and the boy Ned H iggins. Ned 

Higgins and the p o litica l procession—ambassadors o f the w orld beyond 

the Pyncheon house—are im portan t catalysts in  the transform ations of 

Hepzibah and C liffo rd , respectively, w hile the pocket watch and the 

procession o f ghosts are key allegorical elem ents accenting the novel’s 

high po in t o f irony: Judge Ja ffrey’s death.

As in  “The A rtis t o f the B eau tifu l,” Hawthom e m anipulates 

properties o f tim e in  The House o f the Seven Gables in  order to  establish 

irony as the organizing p rinc ip le  o f h is fic tio n . According to De Man, 

irony is  “laughing a t a m istaken, m ystified assum ption . . .  a false feeling 

o f pride . . .  an in tersubjective feeling (of superio rity)” where m an “comes 

to believe th a t he dom inates nature, ju s t as he can, a t tim es, dom inate 

others.” This false sense o f id e n tity  De Man ca lls  “m ajor m ystifica tion ,” 

and the m om ent o f dem ystification, also called the Fall, rem inds the self
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o f the “pure ly instrum enta l, re ified  character o f h is re la tionsh ip  to 

nature” 213). In  sim pler term s, moments o f irony arise when a 

subject's delusions o f superio rity  over nature (in  the form  o f tim e) are 

dissolved. I t  is  precisely th is  in te rp re ta tion  o f irony as dem ystification 

th a t w ill guide ou r discussion o f the three centra l figures o f the Pyncheon 

dynasty: the Colonel, Gervayse, and Ja ffrq r.

Regarding the Pyncheon patriarchs, John Caldwell Stubbs finds 

two m ajor types o f m ystifica tion : pride and sensual appetite. Pride is the 

product o f th e ir hopes to make themselves im m orta l by establishing a 

cla im  as a head o f some kind  o f dynasty. U nfortunately, they abuse sex 

(th e ir on ly real chance fo r im m orta lity) and choose instead to fix  

themselves to m ateria l objects such as the House o f the Seven Gables.

We can see a legacy o f sensuality from  the Colonel, who wears ou t three 

wives, to Gervayse, who destroys h is own daughter, to Jaffrey, whose 

w ife also dies; indeed, the Pyncheon line  nearly dies o u t because o f th e ir 

denial o f th e ir own tem porality. This denial constitu tes the m ajor 

m ystifica tion  o f the Colonel, Gervayse, and Jaffrey, and throughout the 

novel we experience moments o f irony (dem ystification), w hich 

Hawthom e weaves in to  h is allegory through the use o f a rch itectu ra l 

m etaphors. By understanding the lin k  between the house and its  

inhab itan ts, we can anticipate the u ltim a te  F a ll o f the house o f 

Pyncheon.

The lin k  between the Pyncheon fam ily and th e ir house is 

established, o f course, by the o rig ina l owner. Colonel Ityncheon, who
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him self is  described in  m asonry term s, as we can see in  the fo llow ing 

passage:

Endowed w ith  common sense, as massive and hard as 

blocks o f granite, fastened together by stem  rig id ity  o f 

purpose, as w ith  iro n  clam ps, he followed ou t h is o rig ina l 

design [o f the house], probably w ith o u t so m uch as 

im agining an objection to it. (Hawthom e, House 4)

This common bond is  represented by the Colonel's p o rtra it, w hich is 

“supposed to be so in tim a te ly  connected to the fate o f the house, and so 

m agically b u ilt in to  its  w alls, tha t, i f  once it  should be removed, th a t very 

in s ta n t the whole edifice w ould come thundering down in  a heap o f dusty 

ru in ” (Hawthom e, House 151). W hether o r no t we accept the m agical 

properties o f the p o rtra it, we can see th a t Colonel Pyncheon’s personal 

pride is firm ly  founded on his possession o f the m ansion.

In  its  treatm ent o f the themes o f pride and possession. The House 

o f the Seven Gables paralle ls Cooper’s Tem pleton trilo gy. C a lling to m ind 

Natty Bum ppo’s hu t, fo r example, is  M atthew M aule’s “h u t, shaggy w ith  

thatch . . .  [a] rude h o ve l. . .  hewn o u t o f the prim eval forest, to  be h is 

garden ground and homestead” (Hawthome, House 2). In  place o f 

Maule’s “hum ble homestead” Colonel Ifyncheon sets ou t to  erect a fam ily 

m ansion th a t is  “spacious, ponderously fram ed o f oaken tim ber, and 

calculated to endure fo r m any generations o f h is  posterity” (Hawthome, 

House 3). In  th is  endeavor. Colonel Pyncheon rem inds us o f Judge 

Tem pleton. The Judge, we remember, acquires the deed to  h is  land hy
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uneth ica l means follow ing the Revolutionary W ar, b u t because o f h is 

w ealth and social status, he manages to avoid the contem pt o f the 

people. In  the same way, the townspeople soon forget th a t Colonel 

Ifyncheon, fo r a ll in tents and purposes, steals h is land  from  M atthew 

Maule. I t  is , in  fact, M atthew Maule who suffers a t the hands o f the 

townspeople, fo r a fte r cursing the Pyncheons he is  accused and then 

executed fo r w itchcra ft. Despite M atthew Maule’s curse. Colonel 

Pyncheon manages to acquire M aule’s land and to cla im  proprietorship, 

w ith  no pub lic  record o f dispute, based on a grant from  the legislature.

Aside from  the theme o f possession, played o u t in  s im ila r plots 

involving questionable land acquisition, Hawthom e and Cooper develop 

the theme o f permanence in  iro n ic  passages about the design, 

construction, and inheritance o f a fam ily m ansion. F irs t o f a ll, in  both 

the Tem pleton trilo g y  and The House o f the Seven Gables, arch itects play 

key roles, fo r they are in  a sense responsible fo r the fa u lty  foundations of 

the homes. R ichard Jones and H iram  D oolittle  design and construct a 

house so absurd th a t the p illa rs  o f the porch lif t  o ff th e ir foundation and 

suspend in  the a ir; and it  is  suggested th a t Thomas Maule, the son o f the 

doomed M atthew  Maule, works h is fa ther’s curse in to  the very blueprin ts 

o f the Pyncheon m ansion.

Second, ju s t as the tow n o f Templeton is  b u ilt over the graves of 

Effingham  and Chingachgook, the Ifyncheon house is  constructed over 

the “unqu ie t grave” o f M atthew M aule; and as a re su lt, the “te rro r and 

ugliness o f M aule’s crim e . .  . darken the fireshly plastered w a lls, and
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in fect them  early w ith  the scent o f an old and m elancholy house."

Colonel Pyncheon can b u ild  h is stately edifice on any site  he chooses, 

b u t because o f h is pride he is stubbornly determ ined to lay “ the deep 

foundations o f h is  m ansion, on the square o f earth  whence M atthew 

Maule . . . had firs t swept away the fa llen leaves.” Because o f th is .

Nature its e lf seems to revo lt against the project. Rem iniscent o f The 

Pioneers, in  w hich workhorses m ysteriously fa ll du rin g  the construction 

o f The Academy, the w ater o f M aule’s w ell loses the “deliciousness o f its  

p ris tine  qu a lity ," becoming “hard and brackish” as soon as the workmen 

begin excavation (Hawthom e, House 4).

F ina lly, the Tem pleton and Pyncheon m ansions both stand like  

beacons on h ills , edifices o f such stature th a t they take on the religious 

significance—in  the opinions o f th e ir owners, a t least—o f Solomon’s great 

tem ple o f Jerusalem . Compared to a gray feudal castle, fo r example, the 

Pyncheon m ansion is “a specimen o f the best and sta te liest architecture 

o f a long-past epoch” (Hawthom e, House 5), b u t through the use o f 

church im agery, Hawthom e transform s the house in to  a type o f 

cathedral. Iron ica lly , the housewarm ing celebration, w hich begins as a 

type o f coronation mass fo r Colonel Pyncheon, becomes a requiem  

instead. As we sha ll see, Hawthom e uses the same type o f reversal in  

the chapter “Govemor Pyncheon,” one o f the novel’s h igh po ints o f irony.

On the day o f the housewarm ing celebration, the guests arrive a t 

the Pyncheon m ansion lik e  a “congregation on its  way to church,” 

looking up a t the “im posing edifice.” Indeed, a “cerem ony o f
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consecration, festive as w e ll as relig ious, was now to be perform ed . . .  [a] 

prayer and discourse from  the Rev. M r. Higginson, and the outpouring o f 

a psalm  from  the general th ro a t o f the com m unity . . . ” (Hawthom e, 

House 5,6). Adding to the church atmosphere is  the house itse lf; its  

gables rise  lik e  cathedral spires. G othic figures om am ent the exterior, 

and “the p rinc ipa l entrance . . . [has] alm ost the breadth o f a church 

door” (Hawthom e, House 6). Food aromas and “belching” smoke f ill the 

a ir like  incense, w hile codfish, fowl, a roasted ox, and the carcass o f a 

deer are prepared like  sacrifices a t an a lte r. C hurch im agery such as 

th is  exaggerates the im portance o f the celebration and raises Colonel 

Pyncheon nearly to papal rank; as a resu lt, the irony o f the Colonel’s Fall 

is  heightened, and its  im pact on us readers more keenly fe lt.

As in  Poe’s “The Masque o f the Red Death,” death arrives a t the 

Colonel’s housewarm ing celebration like  an unwanted guest. This is not 

surp ris ing , fo r death is  “the only guest who is certa in, a t one tim e o r 

another, to fin d  its  way in to  every hum an dw elling” (Hawthom e, House 

9). A t the moment o f death, clock tim e runs ou t fo r the deceased, and so 

in  Poe’s ta le  the irony o f Prospero’s F a ll from  pride is  m arked by the 

chim ing o f an ebony grandfather clock; likew ise, the Colonel’s demise, 

and h is subsequent passage from  sym bolic to a llegorical tim e, is  m arked 

by the m ansion’s sun d ia l. A t th is  po in t. Reverend H igginson, who had 

been preparing a benediction, delivers a eulogy instead; however, un like  

Cooper’s M r. G rant, who delivers a foreboding sermon about the evils o f
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va n ity  and pride, Reverend Higginson praises the Colonel’s efforts to 

secure h is legacy:

His duties a ll perform ed, the highest prosperity atta ined, h is 

race and fu tu re  generations fixed on a stable basis, and w ith  

a stately roo f to shelter them , fo r centuries to come—w hat 

other upward step remained fo r th is  good man to take, save 

the fin a l step from  earth to the golden gate o f heaven!

(Hawthom e, House 10).

Preaching o f “prosperity,” “shelter,” and “fu tu re  generations,” 

Reverend Higginson describes the three centra l ingredients o f fam ily 

p ride : possession, protection, and permanence. C erta in ly, a t the 

m om ent o f the Colonel’s death, the fam ily seems “destined to as 

fo rtuna te  a permanence as can anywise consist w ith  the inherent 

in s ta b ility  o f hum an affa irs” (Hawthome, House 10), b u t un fortunate ly 

the Colonel dies before he can fina lize h is claim  through an Ind ian deed, 

and confirm ed by a gran t o f the General C ourt, to  a tra c t o f Eastem  

lands as extensive as a prince’s te rrito ry . As a re su lt o f th is  m isfortune, 

the m issing deed becomes the Pyncheons’ prim ary source o f 

m ystifica tion :

The im palpable claim , therefore, [resu lts] in  nothing m ore 

solid than to cherish, firom generation to  generation, an 

absurd delusion o f fam ily im portance, w h ich a ll along 

[characterizes] the Ityncheons. I t  [causes] the poorest 

member o f the race to feel as i f  he inhe rited  a k ind  o f
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n o b ility , and m ight ye t come in to  the possession o f prince ly 

w ealth to support it. (Hawthom e, House 11).

The Pyncheons’ on ly legitim ate possession is the estate itse lf, and so 

from  “ fa ther to son, they [cling] to the ancestral house w ith  singu lar 

tenacity o f home attachm ent” (Hawthom e, House 12).

Even death its e lf seems incapable o f breaking a Pyncheon’s 

attachm ent to the fam ily estate. I t  appears, fo r instance, th a t Colonel 

Pyncheon reta ins possession o f the home from  beyond the grave. As 

Hawthom e’s na rra to r suggests, the Colonel’s “character, indeed, m ight 

be traced a ll the way down [the line  o f descendants], as d is tin c tly  as if  

the Colonel him self, a little  d ilu ted , had been gifted w ith  a sort o f 

in te rm itte n t im m orta lity  on earth” (Hawthom e, House 12). Through 

genetic inheritance, then, the Pyncheons achieve a type o f im m orta lity. 

U nfortunately, the fam ily begins to die ou t as—w ith  each passing 

generation—p rio ritie s  sh ift away from  the hum an legacy toward m ateria l 

w ealth. The clearest example o f th is  inversion o f values is  the Colonel’s 

grandson, Gervayse Pyncheon, who sacrifices h is own daughter, A lice, in  

an e ffo rt to acquire more land.

As w ith  the Colonel—and also w ith  Jaffrey—Gervayse Pyncheon’s 

character is closely associated w ith  the house itse lf. The Ityncheon 

m ansion seems to wear Gervayse’s cheery expression o f com fortable 

ac tiv ity , “w hile the great chinm ey in  the center should symbolize the old 

fellow ’s hospitable heart” (Hawthome, House 145,146). In  addition , the 

home reflects Gervayse’s sensual opulence. The parlor, especially.
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presents an adequate p ictu re  o f h is tastes. I t  is  fille d  w ith  elegant and 

expensive fu rn itu re , m ost o f i t  firom Paris, and the flo o r is covered w ith  

ric h  carpet. A m arble statue, some paintings, and an ebony Venetian 

cab ine t in la id  w ith  ivory complete the decorations. The connection here 

between dw eller and dw elling is  iro n ic , however, fo r Gervayse h im self 

cla im s no attachm ent to the house, having discovered there as a sm all 

ch ild  the corpse o f h is grandfather. Now, a fter w itnessing some o f 

Europe’s ancestral ha lls and m arble palaces, he looks w ith  contem pt on 

the house. Envious o f the European landed gentry and an tic ipating 

fu lfillm e n t o f the Ind ian  deed, he has am bitions fo r a greater edifice, a 

castle.

Once Gervayse’s possession o f the deed is  assured, he plans to 

purchase the “elevated d ign ity” o f a B ritish  earldom  and re tu rn  to 

England. A fte r a ll, how “could such a magnate be expected to contract 

h is grandeur w ith in  the p itifu l compass o f seven shingled gables?” 

(Hawthom e, House 152). This dream  o f greater w ealth and prestige is a 

m ajor m ystifica tion, and once again, Hawthom e draws on the 

a rch ite c tu ra l m etaphor to develop the irony o f Gervayse’s re la tion to the 

House o f the Seven Gables. R etum ing to our d iscussion o f the parlo r, we 

can see th a t despite its  elaborate furn ish ings and splendid artw ork, the 

room  s till shows signs o f its  base design and construction :

Through a ll th is  varie ty o f decoration, however, the room 

[shows] its  o rig ina l characteristics—its  low  stud, its  

crossbeam, its  chim ney piece, w ith  the old-fashioned D utch
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tiles—so th a t it  [is] the emblem o f a m ind industriously 

stored w ith  foreign ideas, and elaborated in to  a rtific ia l 

refinem ent, b u t neither larger, nor, on its  proper self, more 

elegant th a n  before. (Hawthom e, House 147, 148)

In  th is  passage, Hawthom e h in ts th a t Gervayse, no m atte r how fa r he 

may travel, cannot escape the tru th  o f h is  hum an heart.

I f  Gervayse cannot ru n  from  him self, ne ithe r can he escape his 

fam ily  h istory. This is  suggested by two im portan t objects in  the parlo r: 

the map and the C olonel’s p o rtra it. The map, a surveyor’s plan o f a tra c t 

o f land, is soiled w ith  fingerprin ts and dingy w ith  smoke. Here the 

fingerp rin ts sym bolize the am bitious grasp o f the Pyncheons, w hile the 

dinginess symbolizes the fam ily’s inevitable decay because o f it. The 

p o rtra it, o f course, is  th a t o f the Colonel, “a stem  old m an, in  a P uritan 

garb, painted roughly, b u t w ith  a bold effect, and rem arkably strong 

expression o f character” (Hawthome, House 148). Always does the 

p o rtra it loom over the parlo r, a constant rem inder o f the old P uritan ’s 

“o rig ina l sin” and o f M atthew  Maule’s curse. Not su rp ris ing ly, it  is here 

in  the pa rlo r th a t Gervayse meets M atthew M aule, the grandson o f the 

o rig in a l Maule, to s o lic it cooperation in  h is  e fforts to acquire the Ind ian  

deed. Through an a llegorica l treatm ent o f the pa rlo r’s in te rio r, w ith  its  

blend o f elaborate and old-fashioned fu rn ish ings, Hawthom e delineates 

the doubleness o f Gervayse’s heart and prepares us fo r h is  Fall fi*om the 

pedestal o f pride.
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So proud is  Gervayse th a t he fa ils  to recognize the s in is te r nature 

o f M aule’s m achinations. When M aule proposes a tra n sfe r o f sale, for 

example, Gervayse sim ply laughs—amazed th a t the carpenter’s term s are 

so “rid icu lo u s ly  easy” (Hawthome, House 154)—and pours h im self a 

glass o f sherry. This potent w ine becomes sym bolic o f Gervayse’s 

m ystifica tion , h is blindness o f ins igh t. Apparently d ru nk, o r perhaps 

poisoned, Gervayse grants Maule an audience w ith  h is daughter, Alice 

Pyncheon, despite his concems fo r her safety. A lice is  as proud as her 

father; thus she allows herself to be hypnotized, a ll the w h ile  m aintaining 

a false im pression o f her own im penetrab ility. Gervayse begins to 

suspect M atthew Maule o f w itchcra ft, b u t then, w ith  h is m ind fille d  w ith  

“im aginary m agnificence,” he rationalizes th a t he is m erely carrying out 

his daughter’s w ill. In  h is efforts to acquire the deed, he seems to hand 

Alice over to the devil him self. Turn ing away, the “am bitious father 

alm ost [consents], in  his heart, th a t, i f  the devil’s power were needed to 

the accom plishm ent o f th is  great object, Maule m ight evoke him ” 

(Hawthom e, House 156).

O nly a fte r h is attem pts to revive Alice fa il does Gervayse realize the 

ho rrib le  tru th  th a t he has tum ed h is daughter over to the revenge- 

m inded grandson o f the o rig ina l Mathew Maule. He ignored her cries for 

help, and now it  is  too late. He calls o u t her name, presses her hand to 

h is, kisses her, and even shakes her in  a gust o f anger, b u t she merely 

relapses in to  her trance. He curses Maule, then, and ca lls h im  a v illa in , 

b u t M aule responds:
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Is it  my crim e if  you have sold yo u r daughter fo r the mere 

hope o f getting a sheet o f yellow  parchm ent in to  yo u r clutch? 

There s its  M istress A lice qu ie tly  asleep! Now le t M atthew  

Maule try  w hether she be as proud as the carpenter found 

her aw hile since. (Hawthome, House 157, 158)

M aule does bring A lice back from  her trance, b u t she rem ains h is  slave 

u n til, on his wedding n igh t, he releases her from  bondage. She awakens 

from  an “enchanted sleep . . .  no longer proud—hum bly, and w ith  a sm ile 

a ll steeped in  sadness . . .” (Hawthome, House 160). Saddest o f a ll is 

th a t Alice dies ju s t a short w hile la te r. Maule, who sought on ly to  

hum ble Alice, instead succeeds in  k illin g  her.

The b rie f story o f Gervayse and Alice Ifyncheon and M atthew  Maule 

occupies an in te resting place in  The House o f the  Seven Gables. Like a 

parable, it  cautions against pride and sensual opulence, bu t it  also 

wam s th a t revenge can harden our hearts and rob ou r hum anity. As we 

sha ll see (in our discussion o f Holgrave), the descendants o f the w izard 

M aule are no t w ith o u t sin , b u t the centra l subjects o f Hawthom e’s tragic 

vision are o f course the Pyncheons, and ch ie f am ong them  Judge Jaffrey. 

The irony created by the Pyncheons’ false sense o f greatness culm inates 

in  the chapter “Govem or Pyncheon," in  w hich Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon 

passes, a t the m om ent o f h is  death, from  ^ m b o lic  real tim e in to  

allegorical grand tim e. The irony o f J a ffr^ ’s death, as we sha ll see, 

emerges as one o f the Hawthom e’s finest achievem ents as an a llegorist.
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Indeed, Jaffrey represents the  cu lm ination, o r the climax, o f the 

Pyncheon lin e , having inherited from  the Colonel and Gervayse an 

immense personal pride and insa tiab le  sexual appetite. Everywhere we 

are rem inded o f h is “ogre-like appetite" (Hawthome, House 210) and 

“flesh ly  effulgence" (Hawthome, House 87). He is even associated w ith  

the Pyncheon b u ll, and the n a rra to r notes th a t Jaffrey’s gold-headed 

cane, obviously phallic, is  an adequate representative o f its  m aster 

(Hawthom e, House 41). Many o f the characters are repelled by Jaffrey’s 

aggressiveness. For example, when he tries to kiss h is young cousin 

Phoebe, she draws back, feeling th a t “ the man, the sex . . . was entire ly 

too prom inent" in  him  (Hawthom e, House 88). Jaffrey’s sexual appetite 

represents a to ta l disregard fo r the procreative power o f sexuality.

(Jaffrey, remember, quite lite ra lly  wears ou t h is w ife.) One gets the sense 

th a t he is so used to getting w hat he wants—in  regards to bo th  sex and 

w ealth—th a t he begins to feel he is  im m orta l. Jaffrey’s im m o rta lity  

com plex constitu tes a “m ajor m ystifica tion ,” and so h is death becomes a 

m ajor po in t o f irony in  the book.

Before analyzing Jaffrey’s F a ll, it  is  im portant th a t we firs t make 

some key d istinctions between hypocrisy, sin , and innocence. F irs t o f 

a ll, i t  cannot be denied th a t Judge Efyncheon is frequently depicted as a 

hypocrite. From  the very m om ent he is  introduced to us, we are to ld  th a t 

h is  character goes “no deeper than  h is  station, habits o f life , and extem al 

circum stances" (Hawthome, House 41), and la ter, when a  frow n and a 

sm ile pass sim ultaneously across h is  face ^aw thom e, House 42), we
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suspect a certa in  d u a lity  in  h is character. W hen Ja ffrey meets Phoebe, 

the na rra to r comments th a t an ill-n a tu re d  observer m ight suspect th a t 

the sm ile on Jaffrey’s face is “a good deal a k in  to the shine on h is boots” 

(Hawthom e, House 87), and a fter Jaffrey dies, he ca lls h im  a “w orld ly, 

selfish, iron-hearted hypocrite” (Hawthome, House 216).

The chapter “The Scowl and the Sm ile” focuses on the theme o f 

hypocrisy. I t  is here th a t Hepzibah accuses Jaffrey o f being a hypocrite 

and lia r; however, the na rra to r takes a d iffe ren t view. He questions the 

va lid ity  o f her judgm ent by po inting to Jaffrey’s h igh ran k in  society. So 

buried in  the “solid rea lities” o f society, Jaffrey, says the narrator, cannot 

help b u t b u ild  up a “ta ll and stately edifice” (Hawthom e, House 176), a 

“pedestal o f im aginary ran k” (M artin 130), w h ich in  the view o f others, 

and u ltim a te ly  in  his own view, is no other than  the m an’s character, o r 

the man him self. In  o ther words, Jaffrey cannot help b u t take h is idea o f 

h im se lf from  “the m irro r o f public opinion” (Hawthom e, House 178); 

consequently, “h is conscience [bears] an accordant testim ony w ith  the 

w orld ’s laudatory voice” (Hawthome, House 175). He never doubts h is 

id e n tity  because there is  enough “splendid rubb ish  in  h is life  to cover up 

and paralyze a more active and subtle conscience” than  he was ever 

troubled w ith  (Hawthom e, House 176). As a re su lt, Jaffrey’s p ^ch e  is 

never delineated fo r us. Never is there any sign th a t he struggles w ith  

g u ilt. W ithou t such a struggle, says the na rra to r, there can be no true  

self-knowledge, except through loss o f property and reputa tion 

(Hawthom e, House 178).
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Lacking true  self-knowledge, the Judge can be said to be innocent 

(of hypocrisy, a t least), b u t th is  does n o t mean th a t he h is w ith o u t sin. In  

fact, Ja ffrey seems to be g u ilty  o f the unpardonable sin , w hich is 

indicated by a deliberate and irreversib le hardening o f the heart and a 

hea rt-a ttitude  o f d isbelie f and unrepentance. Also, if  we view the search 

fo r id e n tity  as an “orig ina l sin” (Moore 80), we can say th a t the Judge 

repeats the o rig ina l sin o f h is ancestors by identifying w ith  the worthless 

re lics o f a w orn ou t dynasty (gold, real estate, etc.) instead o f w ith  the 

real source o f im m orta lity: offspring. Because the re lics are worthless 

(i.e. unable to escape th e ir own tem porality), Jaffrey’s id en tifica tio n  leads 

to an “a rtific ia l iden tity” (Moore 119). That h is claim  to superio rity is 

illu so ry  is  shown by the m issing deed, w hich, according to Stubbs, 

becomes a sym bol o f the Pyncheon’s “absurd delusion o f fam ily 

im portance” (88).

When Jaffrey tries to obtain the deed from  C liffo rd , he no doubt 

believes th a t w hat he is doing is best fo r the Pyncheon dynasty; he 

believes in  the goodness and the rightness o f h is actions, even i f  those 

actions may be called evil. And so, even i f  Judge Ifyncheon can be called 

a sinner, he rem ains innocent—o r in  DeM anian term s, m ystified— 

because o f h is  complete lack o f self-awareness. Knowing th is , we can 

now tu rn  to an analysis o f h is dem ystification and o f the iro ny o f h is Fall, 

fo r as C lark G riffith  points out, the “m ost effectively sustained ironies in  

[The House o f the Seven Gables] w ork o u t a t various places where those

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



191

who take the greatest pride in  th e ir sub stan tia lity  are reduced to 

shadows” (18).

The chapter “Govemor Pyncheon,” certa in ly, is  a place o f shadows. 

Here we see the con trast between Jaffrey’s love fo r so lid  form s and his 

own form lessness as a ghost. Keeping in  m ind the d is tin c tio n  between 

sym bol and allegory, we can now see th a t the form er corresponds to 

Jaffrey’s solid forms, w hile the la tte r represents h is form lessness w ith in  

tim e. By h igh ligh ting  the irresolvable contrad ictions between the two, we 

can come to a be tte r understanding o f how irony is  created a t the 

m om ent o f Jaffrey’s death.

The theme o f tem porality in  the chapter “G ovem or Pyncheon” is 

developed through association w ith  the Judge’s w atch and w ith  the 

procession o f ghosts. According to R ichard Brodhead, the “focus on the 

w atch emphasizes how inaccessible present tim e is  to  him ” (86). This 

im plies a d is tin c tio n  between two kinds o f tim e: present tim e— 

synchrony—and the “great w orld clock o f Time” (Hawthom e, House 

215)—diachrony. Synchronic (horologic) tim e is represented by the 

Judge’s pocket w atch. That the tim e piece is  a pocket w atch is 

s ign ifican t because i t  reveals Jaffrey’s m ystified b e lie f th a t he controls 

tim e, th a t he in  fa c t keeps tim e in  h is pocket.

Iron ica lly, Ja ffrey’s last words are “Time flie s ,” and h is la s t act is  to 

remove the watch from  h is pocket to m onitor its  progress (Hawthome, 

House 183). This act is  iron ic because he never believes fo r a second 

th a t h is  tim e w ill ru n  ou t, th a t h is  w atch w ill stop tick in g . Yet the
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tick in g  watch—"th is  little , qu ie t, never-ceasing throb o f Tim e’s pulse, 

repeating its  sm all strokes w ith  such busy regu larity, in  Judge 

Pyncheon’s m otionless hand” (Hawthorne, House 211)—paralle ls the 

beating o f Jafhey’s heart. As the tick in g  and beating ru n  down, w ind 

creeps in to  the house like  death, and one o f the c ity  clocks chim es 

m idn ight; thus, in  opposition to the pocket watch, the c ity  clock 

represents diachronic (chronom etric) tim e. Here we are rem inded th a t 

even though Jaffrey’s ea rth ly tim e runs ou t, the “great w orld  clock o f 

Time s till keeps its  beat” (Hawthorne, House 215).

Jaffrey’s desire to contro l tim e becomes a subject o f irony when the 

n a rra to r relates, in  deta il, the Judge’s care fu lly planned schedule o f 

engagements. Jaffrey m ust see C liffo rd  about the deed, check on h is 

w ife’s tom bstone, and attend a gubernatoria l nom ination banquet in  h is 

honor. B u t o f course he cannot make any o f these engagements 

because, through death, he loses con tro l o f tim e. The exact m om ent he 

loses con tro l is  when he fa ils  to w ind h is w atch, and thus allows h is  tim e 

to ru n  out. Tim e, a ll a t once, becomes “a m atter o f no m om ent w ith  the 

Judge!” (Hawthorne, House 207). The present tim e o f sym bol gives way 

to the grand tim e o f allegory. Here, the contrad ictions between the two 

are revealed to us in  a m om ent o f epiphany o r dem ystification, w hich 

constitu tes Ja firey’s Fall. This F a ll does n o t lead to a m om ent o f 

self-awareness fo r the Judge; therefore, Ja firey’s F a ll becomes o u r own 

F a ll as we readers gain self-knowledge, laughing along w ith  Hawthorne a t 

o u r previous m ystifica tion. A t th is  m om ent o f dem ystification, we laugh
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no t so m uch a t Judge In c h e o n  b u t a t our own self-delusions and 

a rtific ia l iden tities.

Once Ja ffrey fa lls, he enters in to  the a llegorica l realm  o f tem poral 

difference. This w orld is represented by the procession o f ghosts. 

Processions and parades are common in  Hawthorne’s tales. In  The 

Scarlet Letter, fo r example, a procession o f o ffic ia ls , soldiers, and 

clergymen passes by Hester and Pearl. In  The House o f the Seven 

Gables, a parade o f ghosts, inc lud ing  the Colonel, Gervayse, and the 

Judge, marches by the p o rtra it o f Colonel Pyncheon. As they pass, the 

ghosts try  to peer behind the p o rtra it to see the m issing deed. Their 

efforts are fu tile , though, because through death they have entered, like 

Jaffrey, the tem poral world o f allegory—and are thus unable to re tu rn  to 

the sym bolic, atem poral w orld  o f present tim e. T he ir position is an iron ic 

one fo r they, like  we, are caught in  the irresolvable contrad ictions 

between sym bol and allegory. Here, symbol becomes allegory as we come 

to realize ou r own position w ith in  the context o f tim e and thus come to a 

fu lle r understanding o f the Pyncheons’ a rtific ia l re la tion  to the House o f 

the Seven Gables.

As we can see, Hawthorne uses ghost im agery, a convention o f 

G othic fic tion , to  develop h is themes o f tim e and irony. In  add ition , by 

depicting the Pyncheons as ghosts, he delineates th e ir unna tu ra l, even 

supernatura l, attachm ent to th e ir home. In  order to reinforce th is  

connection, Hawthorne draws on another G othic convention: 

personification. For instance, a t the hour o f Ja ffrey’s death, the great
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m om ent o f iro n y  in  The House o f the Seven Gables, the house makes a 

“bellow ing in  its  sooty throat” th a t paralle ls the gurgling o f blood in  

Jaffrey’s th ro a t (Hawthorne, House 212). E arlier, in  the opening lines o f 

h is tale, the na rra to r makes use o f G othic personification to establish the 

bond between the Pyncheons and th e ir house:

The aspect o f the venerable m ansion has always affected me 

like  a hum an countenance, bearing the traces no t m erely o f 

outw ard storm  and sunshine, b u t expressive, also, o f the 

long lapse o f m orta l life , and accompanying vicissitudes th a t 

have passed w ith in . (Hawthorne, House 1)

The connection between dwellers and dw elling developed in  th is  passage 

is  symbolized by the re lationsh ip o f the “two an tiqu ities” : the Pyncheon 

House and the Pyncheon E lm . “ [R]ooted before the door” o f the “weather­

beaten edifice” (Hawthorne, House 1), the elm—both lite ra lly  and 

figu ra tive ly the fam ily tree—rem inds us o f the Pyncheons’ “rootedness” in  

tim e; th e ir attachm ent to the m ansion (a product o f tim e) is  a m ystified 

attachm ent to the past.

Ghost im agery and personification, two im portan t G othic 

conventions, w ork together in  The House o f the Seven Gables to reveal 

the irony, even the tragedy, o f the Ityncheons’ pride. As ou r discussion o f 

the fam ily patriarchs has shown, th is  “hereditary pride” (Hawthorne, 

House 24) is  passed on hom  generation to generation, from  the Colonel 

to Gervayse to the Judge. In  a more them atica lly concentrated form , 

however, th is  pride germ inates in  the re lationship between C liffo rd  and
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Hepzibah—a sem i-incestuous un ion rem iniscent o f R oderick and 

M adeline Usher. Like Poe, Hawthorne reveals th a t a fam ily  seeking to 

keep its e lf “pure” w ill inevitab ly become im potent—and thus, w ith  no 

fu rth e r means o f carrying on, w ill pass away.

In  order to describe the “dow nright plunge w hich, sooner o r la te r, 

is the destiny o f a ll fam ilies, whether p rince ly  or plebian” (Hawthorne, 

House 17), Hawthorne sets up a com parison o f the Pyncheon House and 

its  chicken coop. Indeed, the “chicken its e lf [is] a sym bol o f the life  o f the 

old house” (Hawthorne, House 115). A t one tim e the hens were “the size 

o f tu rkeys,” b u t now they are “ scarcely la rger than pigeons, and [have] a 

queer, rusty , w ithered aspect. . .  I t  [is] evident th a t the race [has] 

degenerated, like  many a noble race besides, in  consequence o f too s tric t 

a w atchfulness to keep it  pure” (Hawthorne, House 66). This passage 

para lle ls the narrator’s observation th a t the  In c h e o n  “breed [has] no t 

th riven ; it  [appears] ra the r to be dying o u t” (Hawthorne, House 15).

The slow death o f the chickens (and by com parison the Pyncheons) 

is represented by th e ir in a b ility  to bear o ffspring. E a rlie r generations o f 

hens la id  eggs the size o f an ostrich ’s, b u t now the two rem aining hens 

seem to have lost the a b ility  to  lay eggs altogether. Iro n ica lly , when one 

o f the hens fin a lly  does manage to lay an e% , Hepzibah cooks it  up fo r 

C liffo rd ’s breakfast: “Thus unscrupu lously d id  the old gentlewoman 

sacrifice the continuance, perhaps, o f an ancient feathered race, w ith  no 

be tte r end than to supply her brother w ith  a  da in ty th a t ha rd ly fille d  the 

bow l o f a teaspoon” (Hawthorne, House 116)1 The im p lica tion  here is
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obvious; in  th e ir efforts to rem ain perched on th e ir pedestal o f high rank, 

the Pyncheons com m it fa m ilia l suicide by com pletely disregarding the 

norm al and necessary processes o f procreation.

C hanticleer, the two hens, and the chicken, though usefu l parallels 

to the Pyncheons themselves, are draw n o u t w ith  a b it o f a heavy hand, 

so th a t the scenes a t the hencoop approach tediousness. Hawthorne’s 

na rra to r h im self adm its, “We linger too long, no doubt, beside th is  pa ltry  

rivu le t o f life  th a t flowed through the garden o f the Pyncheon House.” 

Even if  we, like  the narra tor, “deem it  pardonable to record these mean 

incidents and poor delights” (Hawthorne, House 116), we m ust 

acknowledge th a t Hawthorne provides a more a rtis tic , a llegorical 

delineation o f Hepzibah’s and C liffo rd ’s characters through the use o f 

ghost im agery and a rch itectu ra l m etaphors.

As Roy Male po ints out, two sym bols dom inate the narrative o f 

C liffo rd  and Hepzibah: the “organic, tem poral, and fem inine” house and 

the “essentia lly m echanical, spatial, m asculine” street (128). As we sha ll 

see, the co n flic t o f these symbols is played o u t fo r Hepzibah in  her cent 

shop, w h ile  C liffo rd ’s po rta l between the house and street is  the arched 

window. The true  extent o f the pa ir’s spectral aspects are la te r revealed 

in  the clim ax o f th e ir narrative, when, fo llow ing Jaffrey’s death, they 

attem pt to flee the m ansion, on ly to be draw n home once more by an 

unseen, seem ingly supernatura l force.

Hepzibah Pyncheon clearly represents the “o ld  g e n tility " 

(Hawthorne, House 26). Alone in  the house m uch o f her life , she
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consequently suffers from  the burden o f uphold ing the fam ily ’s 800-year- 

old name, even as the house its e lf slow ly collapses about her. H e ir to the 

Pyncheon estate—which is  bolstered by antique po rtra its  and fu rn itu re , 

pedigrees, coats o f arm s, records, and tra d itio n s—Hepzibah is  forced to 

take on a ren te r and is reduced to the sta tus o f a store c le rk. Is it  any 

wonder, then, th a t she presents such a “grim  image o f fam ily  pride” 

(Hawthorne, House 28)? O f course she resists the in tru s io n  o f the 

outside, plebian w orld in to  her inner sanctum , and it  is  understandable 

th a t th is  “bom  lady, after s ix ty  years o f narrow ing means, is  fa in  to step 

down from  her pedestal o f im aginary rank” (Hawthorne, House 27); yet 

the moment she throws open the door o f her cent shop her barricade 

against the w orld  is dem olished.

A t firs t Hepzibah is overwhelmed by the sharp difference between 

her past life  and her present rea lity , by the “m ighty contrast”  symbolized 

by the street:

On one side o f the street th is  splendid bazaar, w ith  a 

m u ltitude  o f perfum ed and glossy salesmen, sm irking, 

sm iling , bowing, and m easuring ou t the goods. On the 

other, the dusky o ld  House o f the Seven Gables, w ith  the 

antiquated shopwindow under its  projecting story, and 

Hepzibah herself, in  a gown o f ru s ty  b lack s ilk , behind the 

counter, scow ling a t the w orld  as i t  w ent byl

(Hawthorne, House 35)
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Despite Hepzibah’s in itia l dread, however, her contact w ith  the pub lic 

seems, over tim e, to a ffect a positive change. As her renter, Holgrave, 

concludes, her Fall from  high status certa in ly appears fortunate—a 

dem ystifying experience th a t takes her from  cold aloofness to u n ity  w ith  

m ankind (Hawthorne, House 32).

U nlike the Judge, whose Fall ends in  death, Hepzibah experiences 

a type o f felix culpa characterized by a new, dem ystified perception o f 

tim e: “Never before had she had such a sense o f the in to lerab le length o f 

tim e th a t creeps between dawn and sunset" (Hawthorne, House 49).

W ith th is  fresh outlook, Hepzibah seems to undergo a process o f m oral 

growth. Perhaps she tru ly  has been “enriched by poverty, developed by 

sorrow, elevated by the strong and so lita iy  affection o f her life , and thus 

endowed w ith  heroism , w hich never could have characterized her in  w hat 

are called happier circum stances” (Hawthorne, House 100). Male picks 

up on th is  po in t in  h is  treatm ent o f Hepzibah, suggesting th a t her 

“pathetic fa ilu re  as an ‘aristocra tic hucksteress’ is  overshadowed by her 

love fo r C liffo rd , her kindness to Phoebe, and her staunch resistance to 

the Judge” (131).

Hepzibah’s adversarial relationship w ith  Ja ffrey Pyncheon certa in ly 

distinguishes her from  her cousin, ye t as w ith  the Judge’s, her true  

nature—her heart—is  m etaphorically linked w ith  the house. For 

example:

Phoebe’s wasted, cheerless, and duslty cham ber 

. . . resemble[s] nothing so m uch as the o ld  m aid’s
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[Hepzibah’sJ heart; fo r there [is] ne ither sunshine no r 

household fire  in  one no r the other, and, save fo r ghosts and 

ghostly rem iniscences, no t a guest, fo r m any years gone by, 

ha[s] entered the hea rt o r the chamber.

(Hawthorne, House 53)

The connection here between Hepzibah and the Pyncheon House is  not 

su rp ris ing  given th a t she has lived in  the home her en tire  life . She has, 

in  fact, become a “mildewed piece o f aristocracy” (Hawthorne, House 39) 

by dw elling “too m uch alone—too long in  the Pyncheon House—u n til her 

very bra in  [has been] im pregnated w ith  the dry ro t o f its  tim bers” 

(Hawthorne, House 43),

Ju s t as Hepzibah’s decay para lle ls the erosion o f the House o f the 

Seven Gables, so, too, does her own Fa ll anticipate its  u ltim a te  

d isin tegra tion . The exact m om ent o f her Fall seems to be when she 

accepts money from  the boy Ned H iggins, her firs t custom er a t the cent 

shop. As the transaction is com pleted, an “irreparable ru in ” is  w rought: 

“The structure  o f ancient aristocracy [has] been dem olished by h im , even 

as if  h is ch ild ish  gripe [has] tom  down the seven-gabled m ansion” 

(Hawthorne, House 37). I t  is  clear th a t the boy, w ith  h is a ll-devouring 

appetite, becomes an emblem o f o ld  Father Time (Hawthom e, House 8), 

and Hawthom e’s use o f a rch itectu ra l imagery h in ts  once again to the 

F a ll o f the house (pedigree) o f Pyncheon.

Even though Hawthome uses both a rch itectu ra l and ghost im agery 

in  h is treatm ent o f Hepzibah (and o f the three pa tria rchs, as w ell), he
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achieves a more a rtis tic a lly  satisfying blend o f the two G othic elem ents in  

C liffo rd ’s two im portan t scenes; h is mad desire to  leap from  the arched 

w indow and his flig h t, w ith  Hepzibah, on a speeding tra in . W hat is 

especially in teresting about these passages is th a t whereas Hepzibah, the 

Judge, Gervayse, and the Colonel are characterized by th e ir “attachm ent” 

to the fam ily estate, C liffo rd  is unique in  his in itia l “detachm ent” (and his 

yearning for perm anent “detachm ent”) from  it. Having been the v ic tim  o f 

Jaffrey’s subterfuge—and dow nright c rim in a lity—C liffo rd spent m uch o f 

h is life  in  prison. C u t o ff from  the blessed solace o f hum an contact, he 

w ithered in  dark iso la tion ; h is heart ch illed and h is  in te llect dim m ed.

Once C liffo rd  re tu rns home from  prison, h is  iso lation, o r 

detachm ent, is im m ediately apparent. No longer physically removed 

from  the brotherhood o f m ankind, he nevertheless suffers from  a type o f 

sp iritu a l separation. In  the fo llow ing passage, we can see th a t C liffo rd  

seems to be w aking from  a dream as he struggles to reestablish h im self 

once more in  the land o f the liv in g :

The guest [C lifford] seated h im self in  the place assigned him , 

and looked strangely around. He was evidently try in g  to 

grapple w ith  the present scene, and b ring  it  home to  h is 

m ind w ith  a more satisfactory distinctness. He desired to be 

certa in , a t least, th a t he was here, in  the low-studded, cross­

beamed, oaken-paneled parlor, and n o t in  some other spot, 

w hich had stereotyped its e lf in to  h is  senses. B u t the e ffo rt 

was too great to be sustained w ith  m ore than a fragm entary
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success. C ontinually, as we m ay repress it,  he faded away 

ou t o f his place; or, in  o ther words, h is m ind and 

consciousness took th e ir departure, leaving h is  wasted, gray, 

and m elancholy figure—a substan tia l em ptiness, a m aterial 

ghost—to occupy h is seat a t table. Again, a fte r a blank 

moment, there would be a flicke rin g  taper-gleam  in  his 

eyeballs. I t  betokened th a t h is  sp iritu a l p a rt had returned, 

and was doing its  best to k ind le  the heart’s household fire , 

and lig h t up in te llec tua l lam ps in  the dark and ruinous 

m ansion, where it  was doomed to be a fo rlo rn  inhab itant.

(Hawthom e, House 78)

Here the “other spot, w hich had stereotyped in to his senses” is  probably 

h is form er cell, and we can im agine th a t as C lifford looks about the 

room , he m istrusts his own perception o f the real w orld. Even the term  

“guest” testifies to his precarious position. He cannot believe he is tru ly  

a free m an. In  th is  state, he is  indeed a “m aterial ghost.” Even though 

h is body lives, he is “doomed” in  the sense th a t h is m ind, o r sp irit, 

rem ains trapped in  an in te rn a l prison.

In  the previous passage Hawthom e clearly lin ks prison and ghost 

im agery to reinforce the theme o f physical and sp iritu a l iso la tion . L ight 

im agery, on the other hand, represents the heat o f liv ing . C liffo rd ’s 

heart, fo r example, is  a type o f “household fire ” th a t needs to  be 

“k in d led ,” and h is m ind is  like  a lam p o r candle th a t needs to be lit. 

In te resting ly  it  is  not Hepzibah b u t Phoebe who warms C liffo rd ’s heart
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and brightens his mood. Phoebe’s very name denotes n a tu ra l sun ligh t, 

and she seems to spread “sunshine” throughout the gloomy Pyncheon 

House. C liffo rd  has been so deprived o f th is  “na tu ra l lig h t” th a t he 

desires little  more than  to s it about the garden w ith  Phoebe and soak it  

in .

Even Phoebe’s freshness and yo u th fu l optim ism , though, fa ils  to 

eradicate C liffo rd ’s m elancholy. Fixed in  a  state o f sem i-consciousness, 

he continues to doubt the rea lity  o f h is predicam ent; he ju s t cannot 

shake ou t the cobwebs from  his bra in :

M ingled in  [C liffo rd ’s! countenance w ith  a dream y de light, 

there was a troubled look o f e ffo rt and un rest. He was 

seeking to  make him self more fu lly  sensible o f the scene 

around h im ; or, perhaps, dreading it  to be a dream, o r a play 

o f im agination, was vexing the fa ir m om ent w ith  a struggle 

fo r some added b rillian cy and more durable illu s ion .

(Hawthom e, House 82) 

H a lf way between sleeping and waking, C liffo rd  revels in  the de light o f 

the open window, the warm  sunshine, and beau tifu l, frag rant flowers. 

Phoebe herself, w ith  her young, cheerful face, is  like  a  bloom ing flow er. 

C liffo rd  concludes, fin a lly , th a t th is  m ust a ll be a dream—a fleeting 

diversion from  “the fo u r stone walls” o f h is  ce ll. W ith  th is  realization the 

lig h t recedes:

His face darkens “as if  the shadow o f a cavem  o r a dungeon 

[has] come over it; there [is] no more lig h t in  its  expression

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



203

than m igh t have come through the iro n  gates o f a prison 

w indow—s till lessening, too, as if  he were sinking  fa rth e r 

in to  the depths." (Hawthom e, House 82)

Not u n til C liffo rd  fu lly  awakens to the tru th  o f h is own heart, and thu s to 

the precise nature o f h is im prisonm ent, w ill he be prepared to make a 

successful escape.

C liffo rd ’s firs t attem pt to “break ou t” o f the House o f the Seven 

Gables occurs a t the arched w indow o f the m ansion. Like a great hum an 

eye (Hawthom e, House 121), the w indow  negotiates the in te rp lay 

between house and street; it  functions as a porta l between in tem a l 

sub jectiv ity and extem al ob jectivity. By studying the efficacy o f the 

w indow as an a llegorical element, we can come to a m ore precise 

understanding not on ly o f C liffo rd ’s m otivation, b u t also o f Hawthom e’s 

cen tra l position between rom anticism  and realism . As we have already 

discussed, Hawthom e received the Rom antic legacy w ith  trem endous 

skepticism . He was especially m is tru s tfu l o f the Rom antic prom ise o f 

u n ity , o f its  fa ith  in  transform ation w ith o u t tragedy; nevertheless, he d id  

share w ith  the Rom antics distaste fo r the m aterialism  and mechanism  

th a t w ould dom inate the w orld o f the rea lists in  the la tte r h a lf o f the 

nineteenth century. I t  is  precisely th is  k in d  o f philosophical 

am bivalence, tempered by h is a rtis tic  sensib ility  and m oral im agination, 

th a t is  a t w ork in  the scene a t the arched window.

C erta in ly one possible reading o f the w indow scene is  th a t the 

m ansion’s in te rio r represents the po ten tia l self-absorption and s p iritu a l
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iso la tion  o f the Rom antic prom ise. This same absorption, we recall, 

a fflic ts  Owen W arland in  “The A rtis t o f the B eau tifu l.” In  contrast, the 

po ten tia l fo r self-abandonm ent and m echanistic ob je c tiv ity  inherent in  

realism  (rem iniscent o f Robert Danforth) is  sym bolized by the public 

procession. As the na rra to r observes, ind iv idua ls in  a parade tend to 

lose th e ir iden tities, fo r as they sweep by the spectators, th e ir faces and 

bodies blend together. This effect is even more dram atic when on 

watches the parade from  above. For instance, as C liffo rd  looks down 

from  the arched w indow, the anim ated p o litica l procession (unlike the 

ghostly procession o f the Pyncheon deceased before the Colonel's 

p o rtra it) transform s in to  a single rush o f hum anity:

. .  . [the procession] m elts a ll the pe tty personalities, o f 

w hich it  is  made up, in to  one broad mass o f existence—one 

great life —one collected body o f m ankind w ith  a vast 

homogeneous s p irit anim ating it. . . .  a m igh ty rive r o f life , 

massive in  its  tide . . . . (Hawthome, House 126)

C liffo rd  longs to jo in  th is  wave o f energy, th is  atm osphere o f e lectric ity, 

yet he clings to a “shivering repugnance a t the idea o f personal contact 

w ith  the world” (Hawthom e, House 125); and so, lik e  a  voyeur peering 

from  a ve il o f secrecy and seclusion, he seems conten t fo r the moment 

s im p ly to watch the “dance o f life ” (Hawthome, House 124).

In  the words o f Eve Effingham , C liffo rd  Ifyncheon is  by nature a 

conservative “cat,” satisfied to frequent fa m ilia r places. This preference 

fo r seclusion was no doubt reinforced by h is confinem ent in  a barred cell.
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As the “rush and roar” o f the p o litica l procession overwhelms him , 

however, C liffo rd  is  “seized" by a “pow erful im pulse” to plunge “in to  the 

surging stream  o f hum an sym pathies” (Hawthom e, House 126). He puts 

h is  leg up on the w indow sill and stra ins tow ard the balcony, ye t 

Hepzibah and Phoebe, realizing the consequences o f such a plunge, 

w isely restra in  h im . In  doing so they probably save C liffo rd ’s life , fo r h is 

“escape,” if  carried ou t, would probably have been suicidal. Indeed, the 

m ost like ly  outcome o f his self-im posed Fall w ould have been noth ing 

sho rt o f complete self-destruction.

W hether o r no t C lifford could have survived the drop from  the 

balcony to the ground below is  u ltim a te ly  irre levan t when the allegorical 

im port o f h is near F a ll is taken in to  consideration. As C liffo rd  stra ins 

tow ard the w indow, he is sim ultaneously pu lled  in  opposite d irections. 

Hepzibah and Phoebe, o f course, urge him  backwards, yet he also feels 

drawn forward, as i f  “by a na tu ra l magnetism , tending towards the great 

center o f hum anity” (Hawthome, House. 126). Seemingly locked between 

opposing gravita tiona l forces, C liffo rd  is, w ith in  the allegorical 

fram ework, caught in  the m iddle o f the dual prom ises o f Rom antic 

sub je ctiv ily  and re a lis tic  ob jectivity. Seen in  th is  lig h t, C liffo rd ’s near 

suicide represents no t so m uch a desperate a ttem pt a t self-destruction, 

b u t a profound w ish to break free from  the stalem ate o f am bivalence and 

to pass through to w hat lies beyond.

It  is  no t the F a ll th a t in trigues C liffo rd  b u t the potentia l to  rise  

a fte r the Fall. In  o ther words, C liffo rd  seeks a type o f relig ious baptism .
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th rough which he can die to h is self, “renew the broken lin ks  o f 

brotherhood” (Hawthome, House 127), and be reborn. A fter a ll, i f  

Hepzibah’s shop door—unbolted and throw n open to the w orld—can 

restore a portion o f her hum anity, C liffo rd ’s arched w indow certa in ly 

holds the same prom ise; and like  h is sister, C liffo rd  desperately needs 

restora tion. As the na rra to r po in ts out, he needs “a shock; o r perhaps he 

require[s] to take a deep, deep plunge in to  the ocean o f hum an life , and 

to s in k  down and be covered by its  profoundness, and then to emerge, 

sobered, invigorated, restored to the w orld and him self” (Hawthom e, 

House 126,127). Despite th is  basic need, Hepzibah and Phoebe 

determ ine, in  th e ir w ild  panic a t the arched w indow, th a t C liffo rd ’s 

physical safety is param ount; thus, fo r rig h t o r wrong, they thw a rt h is  

escape.

From the events a t the arched window, we leam  th a t C liffo rd ’s 

m otivation to flee the Pyncheon House is grounded in  a deep need to  be 

washed clean and restored to fu ll hum anity. W hat he tru ly  seeks is  

s p iritu a l freedom, no t physical. Who or what, then, actua lly  holds h im  

back? C ertain ly no t Phoebe. The answer lies w ith in  C liffo rd  and 

Hepzibah themselves. Follow ing the po litica l procession, a fte r C liffo rd  

has calmed, Phoebe bids them  farew ell and s tro lls  up the street tow ard 

the  church. Realizing th a t it  is  indeed the Sabbath, the bro ther and 

s is te r decide to attend the service, having no t been to  church in  years. 

L ike  two ch ild ren th q r rush upsta irs and change in to  th e ir Sunday 

clothes, then descend once more, open the fro n t door, and step across
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the threshold. A t th is  moment, though, t h ^  both freeze w ith  

agoraphobic dread. The sunshine a c tu a lly  makes them  shiver, and th e ir 

hearts shake a t the thought o f stepping outside.

No physical hand restra ins Hepzibah and C liffo rd , yet th ^  s till 

cannot flee; it  seems th a t “th e ir ja ile r ha[s) b u t le ft the door a ja r in  

m ockery, and [stands] behind it  to w atch them  stealing ou t. A t the 

threshold, they [feel] h is p itiless gripe upon them .” There is  no rea l ja ile r, 

o f course. Hepzibah and C liffo rd  are self-enslaved. A fte r a ll, “w hat o ther 

dungeon is  so dark as one’s own heart! W hat ja ile r so inexorable as 

one’s self” (Hawthome, House 129)! Restrained only by the fear and 

residual pride in  th e ir own hearts, the p a ir linger in  the doorway as if  

paralyzed by con flicting  im pulses to re trea t in to  th e ir d im , m usty 

cham bers and to advance in to  the fresh sun ligh t. “We are ghosts!” 

C liffo rd  a t la s t cries ou t. “We have no rig h t among hum an beings—no 

rig h t anywhere b u t in  th is  old house . . . w hich . . .  we are doomed to 

haun t!” (Hawthome, House 129).

U nw illing, o r perhaps tru ly  unable, to com m it to  a course o f action 

and cla im  th e ir place in  the real w orld, C liffo rd  and Hepzibah appear 

instead to fade away. As Gaston Bachelard so eloquently expresses, it  is  

thus, “on the threshold o f o u r space, before the era o f o u r own tim e,

[th a t] we hover between awareness o f being and loss o f being. And the 

en tire  re a lity  o f memory becomes spectral” (58). Speaking here in  the 

language o f spa tia l m etaphysics, Bachelard, like  Hawthom e, draws on 

the threshold m etaphor to describe the in te rp lay between the in te m a l
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and the extem al; in te resting ly, though, the two authors em ploy the same 

means fo r opposite ends. Both acknowledge the tem poral as w ell as 

spa tia l aspects o f houses, ye t as we have already discussed, Bachelard 

w rites o f the “compression” o f tim e as memories become securely fixed in  

space. In  contrast, Hawthom e w rites o f the expansion o f tim e as one is 

freed from  abnorm al attachm ent to the past.

C learly Bachelard’s notions o f reverie, “m otionless memories,” and 

the nostalg ia o f “perm anent childhood” (8, 9) are il l fitte d  to Hawthom e’s 

tim e-drenched tragic vision. I t  is true th a t Hawthom e does h igh ligh t 

C liffo rd ’s ch ild like  nature. We are told, fo r instance, th a t C liffo rd has 

been “a ch ild  fo r the whole term  o f h is existence” and th a t “h is life  

seem(s) to be standing s till a t a period little  in  advance o f childhood . . .” 

(Hawthom e, House 129). I t  is  also true th a t C liffo rd  is prone to 

daydream  o f h is youth. The im portant p o in t here, though, is tha t fo r 

Hawthom e, C liffo rd ’s prelapsarian innocence (symbolized by his blow ing 

soap bubbles) is a type o f m ystification, a defense m echanism  tha t 

“seldom let[s] realities pierce through . . .” (Hawthom e, House 130). 

Locked in  such a state o f perpetual childhood, C liffo rd  w ould have no 

hope o f the m oral transform ation his soul so desperately craves.

As readers we cannot discard Hawthom e’s use o f G othic ghost and 

dungeon im agery in  ou r analysis o f Hepzibah and C liffo rd . In  the 

process o f rem aining recluses, isolated in  space, the two have also 

become “tim e-stricken” re lics o f a forgotten age (Hawthom e, House 194); 

thus th e ir on ly hope fo r redem ption lies n o t in  nostalgic attachm ent to
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the house b u t in  com plete separation from  the house and to ta l 

im m ersion in  the liv in g  waters o f rea lity . For m uch o f th e ir lives fear and 

pride have held them  back, bu t w ith  Jaffrey’s death the darkness 

m om entarily lifts , and the two old owls fin a lly  take flig h t. Swept up a t 

last in to  “the  great cu rre n t o f hum an life ” (Hawthom e, House 196), 

C liffo rd and Hepzibah begin to taste the fm its  o f freedom.

O utside the Pyncheon House, the weather has tum ed cold and 

w indy. D ark gray storm  clouds block ou t the sun, and pools o f ra inw ater 

glisten on the sidewalks. This gloomy weather, ce rta in ly an anomaly fo r 

summer, is  an am biguous symbol hold ing a dual prom ise o f hope and o f 

doom. In  one sense, the fa lling  precip ita tion  is like  a baptism al 

sp rink ling  th a t washes away the m ud and grim e o f the c ity  streets. The 

fou l weather also aids th e ir escape, fo r few people have ventured outside, 

and those th a t have are hidden behind jackets, hoods, and um brellas.

In  th is  sense, then, the storm  is a godsend, fo r it  offers the practica l hope 

o f expedient escape and the more profound hope o f s p iritu a l renewal. In  

the second sense, however, the sum m er storm  is a po ten tia l bane. The 

b itte r cold num bs Hepzibah and forces he r to  re trea t inw ard ly. So lost is 

she, in  fact, w ith in  he r garments th a t if  any o f the passengers did bother 

to glance he r way, they would see b u t a floa ting  cloak and hood. Thus, 

because o f the storm , a “feeling o f ind istinctness and un re a lity  [keep] 

d im ly hovering round about her . .  .”  (Hawthom e, House 195).

Unable to feel her own hands, and c u t o ff from  the certa in ty o f her 

chambers, Hepzibah struggles to verify her own existence; she cannot
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discern if  she is  dream ing o r awake. O nly by exposing he r face to  the 

b risk w ind can she confirm  the rea lity  o f he r predicam ent. “C liffo rd ! 

C liffo rd! Is th is  not a dream?” she m urm urs in  her b ro the r’s ear. “On 

the con tra ry,” he answers, “ I have never been awake before” (Hawthome, 

House 196)! Thus we see the prim ary difference between the brother and 

sister d u rin g  th e ir flig h t. Representing fem inine investm ent, in  w hich 

the woman plays the “role o f m ending and conserving tra d itio n a l values” 

(Male 72), Hepzibah, the “recluse o f the Seven Gables” (Hawthom e,

House 196), is  con tinua lly haunted by the unshakeable im pression tha t 

the Pyncheon House is fo llow ing her. In  contrast, C liffo rd  represents 

speculation, “the m asculine function o f penetrating in to  space, rending 

tim ewom  structures, gam bling on som ething new” (Male 72).

By im plem enting M ale’s conception o f investm ent and speculation, 

we can conclude tha t it  is  C liffo rd  alone who desires escape; Hepzibah is 

sim ply along fo r the ride. A lso, using M ale’s notion o f the house as a 

“womb o f tim e” (125), we can recognize th a t Hawthom e’s depiction o f 

C liffo rd ’s “penetration” in to  space is charged w ith  sexual connotations 

th a t reinforce the theme o f re b irth . I t  is  no accident, fo r exam ple, tha t 

C liffo rd  makes his exodus from  the Pyncheon House th rough the stone 

arch o f the tra in  station. C learly the arch can ^rm bolize a b irth  canal, 

and the p h a llic  nature o f the tra in  its e lf symbolizes C liffo rd ’s newfound, 

m asculine vigor. The tra in , u ltim a te ly, is  an im portan t a llegorica l 

elem ent because in  add ition  to  its  capacity to th ru s t in to  space, it  also
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rem inds us o f tim e’s “common and inevitable movement onw ard . .  

(Hawthom e, House 197).

The tra in ’s power o f locom otion paralle ls the dynam ic, diachronic 

properties o f narrative in  general and allegory in  p a rticu la r; fo r th is  

reason, we can conclude th a t the tra in , as Hawthom e’s na rra tor asserts, 

is  a symbol o f “life  its e lf (Hawthome, House 197). In  th is  respect the 

tra in  compares to Pyncheon Street. Hawthom e no doubt intended to 

create, through h is descriptions o f both the tra in  and the street, 

m icrocosm s o f the w orld w ith  a ll o f its  d iversity and a c tiv ity . A common 

lin k  between the two is  the potentia l o f m otion to broaden our hum an 

perspective—to give us a panoram ic o r God’s-eye view. D uring the 

p o litica l procession, remember, in d iv idu a l pa rtic ipan ts blend in to  a 

single hum an tide. This same blending effect, o f course, is  even more 

dram atic as the tra in  charges across the landscape:

. . .  looking from  the w indow, [C lifford and Hepzibah] could 

see the w orld  racing past them . A t one moment, they were 

ra ttlin g  through a solitude; the next, a village had grown up 

around them ; a few breaths more, and it  had vanished, as if  

swallowed by an earthquake. The spires o f m eeting houses 

seemed set a d rift from  th e ir foundations; the broad-based 

h ills  glided away. Everything was un fixed from  its  agelong 

rest, and m oving a t w h irlw ind  speed in  a d irection opposite 

th e ir own. (Hawthom e, House 196)
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Especially s ign ifican t here is the illu s io n  o f bu ild ings liftin g  (like  the 

porch o f the  Temple m ansion in  The Pioneers) rig h t o ff th e ir foundations. 

Even more te lling , though, is th a t th is  effects a s im ila r change in  C liffo rd, 

who h im self seems to be uprooted from  h is  conservative footing and to 

float freely in  a state o f transcendence.

W ith a flash o f Emersonian optim ism  and idealism , C liffo rd  

suddenly sees the ra ilroad as a vehicle fo r redem ption, “destined to do 

away w ith  those stale ideas o f home and fireside, and substitu te  

som ething better.” This “something be tte r,” according to C liffo rd , 

depends on a renewed understanding th a t hum an progress is  not so 

much a s tra ig h t line  as it  is  a circle, o r more precisely, an ascending 

spira l. “W hile we fancy ourselves going s tra ig h t forw ard,” C liffo rd  says, 

“and a tta in ing , a t every step, an en tire ly  new position o f a ffa irs, we do 

actually re tu rn  to som ething long ago trie d  and abandoned, b u t w hich 

we now fin d  etherealized, refined, and perfected to its  ideal.” Here 

C lifford seems to describe the process o f allegoresis characteristic o f 

American in te llec tua l allegory, in  w hich tem porary states o f synthesis 

punctuate an ongoing dia lectic between subject and object, m ind and 

m atter. The tra in  fac ilita tes th is  process w ith  its  propensity to “give us 

wings” and to  “sp iritua lize  travel” by a llow ing fo r an easy tra n s itio n  firom 

place to place. In  the cla im  th a t tra in s  “ann ih ila te  the to il and dust o f 

pilgrim age,” however, we can hear the echoes o f the Rom antic prom ise o f 

transform ation w ith o u t tragedy (Hawthom e, House 198, 199).
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C liffo rd ’s lengthy sermon on the tra in , delivered to a re luctan t 

congregation o f b u t a single o ld gentleman passenger—constitutes the 

clim ax o f Hepzibah and C liffo rd ’s narrative. In  it  C liffo rd  praises no t only 

locom otion, b u t also mesmerism and e le c tric ity  fo r th e ir powers to 

transform  m atter in to  s p irit. The old m an is  to ld , fo r example, th a t 

m esm erism  w ill w ork “towards purging away the grossness ou t o f hum an 

life ” and tha t, “by means o f e lectric ity, the w orld o f m atter has become a 

great nerve, v ib ra ting thousands o f m iles in  a breathless po in t o f tim e” 

(Hawthom e, House 202). C liffo rd  even goes so fa r as to ca ll the electric 

telegraph an “alm ost sp iritu a l medium” (Hawthom e, House 203). Today 

we can see th is  same type o f Gnostic embrace o f technology in  the 

com puter gurus who envision a tim e when in d iv id u a l human 

consciousness (atman) w ill be freed (etherealized) from  the shackles o f 

the flesh and un ited in  a type o f v irtu a l n irvana, in  w hich the in tem et 

functions as a type o f universal over soul (Brahm an).

In  contrast to h is exto lling  o f locom otion, mesmerism, and 

e lectric ity , C liffo rd  condemns permanent, a rtific ia l, and sta tic structures, 

especially the Pyncheon House, w hich he finds p a rticu la rly  despicable. 

C a lling  the house a “rusty, crazy y crealqr, d ry-ro tted , dam p-rotted, dingy, 

dark, and m iserable old dungeon,” C liffo rd  adm its fin a lly  th a t it  w ould be 

a re lie f to him  “i f  th a t house could be tom  down, o r b u m t up . . .  ” 

(Hawthom e, House 200, 201). Here C liffo rd , the consummate 

conservative, seems to adopt an a ttitude  o f libe ra lism ; he takes on a 

rad ica l view s im ila r to th a t o f Cooper’s A ristabu lus Bragg, who raises the
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status o f homelessness to an ideal. Reflecting on m ankind’s firs t rude 

and tem porary hu ts, C liffo rd anticipates a re tu rn  to the nom adic way o f 

life . “W hy,” he wonders, should a man “b u ild  a more cum brous 

hab ita tion  than  can readily be carried o ff w ith  him ? W hy should he 

make h im se lf a prisoner fo r life  in  b rick, and stone, and o ld  worm -eaten 

tim ber” (Hawthom e, House 199). A t th is  po in t, we can a ffirm  th a t 

C liffo rd  is beginning to struggle w ith  the notion o f self-enslavem ent, bu t 

can we say th a t he is tru ly  dem ystified? O r does he sim ply substitu te  

one type o f blindness for another?

I f  no th ing more, we can a t least adm it th a t C liffo rd  seems to have 

flow n from  one extreme to the other. I t  has no t been long, a fte r a ll, since 

he and Hepzibah stood frozen a t the threshold o f th e ir home, unable to 

cross over to the outside w orld. Now he seems in te n t on the complete 

dem olition o f no t ju s t the Pyncheon House, b u t also a ll man-made 

structures. Apparent in  the follow ing passage, the edifice—no longer 

innocently cumbersome or even m iserably suffocating—has become for 

C liffo rd  an emblem o f u tte r evil:

I t  is  clear to me the greatest possible stum bling blocks in  the 

pa th  o f hum an happiness and im provem ents are these 

heaps o f bricks and stones, consolidated w ith  m ortar, or 

hewn tim ber, fastened together w ith  spike na ils, w hich men 

p a in fu lly  contrive fo r th e ir own torm ent, and c a ll them  house 

and hom e!. . .  it  is  m y firm  be lie f and hope th a t these terms 

o f roo f and hearthstone, w h ich have so long been he ld to
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embody som ething sacred, are soon to pass o u t o f men's 

da ily use, and be forgotten. Ju s t im agine, fo r a moment, 

how m uch o f hum an evil w ill crum ble away, w ith  th is  one 

change! W hat we ca ll rea l estate—the so lid  ground to bu ild  

a house on—is  the broad foundation on w h ich nearly a ll the 

g u ilt o f th is  w orld rests. (Hawthome, House 200-201)

Yes, C liffo rd  the agoraphobic has given way, if  on ly tem porarily, to 

C liffo rd  the claustrophobic. Are we prepared to concede, then, th a t a ll 

traces o f h is nostalgia, h is reverie, have evaporated? No longer is  C lifford 

a dream er o f houses. In  speaking here o f stum bling blocks, torm ent, 

crum bling, g u ilt, and humain evil, he proclaim s h is own self­

em ancipation from  the tim e-drenched m onuments o f the past. B u t once 

again we are le ft to wonder if  h is newfound freedom is  genuine.

Iron ica lly, ju s t as C liffo rd ’s flig h t o f fancy seems to have run  its  

course, the tra in  slows down and stops a t a so lita ry  way sta tion . C lifford 

and Hepzibah get o ff, and the tra in  then continues on, leaving the pa ir 

alone. Here, a t the cu lm ination  o f the escape from  the Ffyncheon House, 

we realize th a t even though C liffo rd  has experienced physical and 

in te llec tua l release, he has not ye t achieved true  m oral transform ation. 

Both h is  conservative a ttractio n  to s ta b ility  and h is lib e ra l desire fo r 

change have been m ystifications, b lind ing  him  to h is fa llen  (double) 

nature. Once the rush  o f locom otion ends, and C liffo rd ’s contem plative 

fervor subsides, the two old, weary travelers confron t the re a lity  o f th e ir 

predicam ent. Their tru e  m om ent o f dem ystification occurs here, fo r as
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they look about the countryside, th ^  spot two d a rk  and dilapidated 

edifices th a t restore th e ir proper awareness o f tim e.

The firs t o f the two structures is, appropriately, “a wooden church, 

b lack w ith  age, and in  a dism al state o f ru in  and decay, w ith  broken 

w indows, a great r if t  through the m ain body o f the  edifice, and a ra fte r 

dangling from  the top o f the square tower.” The second structure , fa rther 

off, is  an old farm house, “ in  the old style, as venerably black as the 

church, w ith  a roo f sloping downward from  the three-story peak, to 

w ith in  a man’s he ight o f the ground” (Hawthom e, House 204). The two 

decayed bu ild ings, th e ir inhab itan ts long gone, are drenched as m uch by 

tim e as by the fa llin g  ra in ; and both the “great r if t ” and the “roo f sloping 

downward” ca ll to m ind Poe’s “The Fa ll o f the House o f Usher.” Sobered 

by the sight o f these two an tiqu ities, C lifford slum ps to the ground and 

surrenders to Hepzibah, who, despite the ho rro r th a t awaits them , leads 

h im  back to the Pyncheon House. Thus, like  two ghosts doomed m y 

some supernatural force to haun t fam ilia r ground, they abort th e ir 

escape. The trip  is  not fru itle ss, however, fo r Hepzibah kneels rig h t there 

on the station p la tform  and prays fo r the firs t tim e in  years: “O God—our 

Father—are we no t thy  children? Have mercy on us” (Hawthome, House 

204).

Not u n til the fin a l scene o f C liffo rd  and Hepzibah’s narrative , in  the 

la s t chapter o f the book appropriately called “The Departure,” do we find 

evidence o f profound, positive, and perm anent change w ith in  th e ir 

hearts. Whereas the Judge dies s till w ith  “de lusion in  h is m ind*
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(Hawthorne, House 242), C liffo rd  achieves redem ption through h is 

restored connection to h is fam ily. W hat he needed, sifter a ll, was sim ply 

“the love o f a very few.” W ith Jaffrey dead and buried, he a t la s t 

abandons his m orbid preoccupation w ith  the past and discovers th a t real 

joy, apart from  illu so ry  happiness, is  indeed atta inable:

The shock o f Judge Pyncheon's death had a perm anently 

invigorating and u ltim a te ly  beneficia l effect on C liffo rd  

. . . The firs t effect o f freedom, as we have witnessed in  

C liffo rd ’s aim less flig h t, was a trem ulous exh ila ra tion . 

Subsiding from  it, he d id  no t s in k  in to  h is form er in te llectua l 

apathy. He never, it  is  tru e , attained to nearly the fu ll 

measure o f w hat m ight have been his facu lties. B u t he 

recovered enough o f them  p a rtia lly  to lig h t up h is  character, 

to d isplay some ou tline  o f the m arvelous grace th a t was 

abortive in  i t . . .  He was evidently happy.

(Hawthorne, House 240) 

Like her brother, Hepzibah also achieves redem ption through 

restored relationships. Apparently her prayer on the ra ilroad p la tform  is 

more than a mere cry o f desperation, fo r as she prepares to leave her 

life long home, no traces o f her form er pride can be found. W hen we firs t 

meet her, she is a dour recluse repulsed by hum an contact, and even on 

the crowded tra in  she feels no connection to  the people around her; yet 

a t the end o f the story, she chats and laughs w ith  her fam ily. EXren more 

te llin g  is  th a t when she once again meets the boy Ned H iggins, he r firs t
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dreaded custom er a t the cent shop, she gives h im  silver. An add itiona l 

proof o f Hepzibah and C liffo rd ’s restored s p iritu a l hea lth  is th a t 

C hanticleer’s two hens begin laying eggs again. The m ost convincing 

evidence o f m oral transform ation, however, is  th a t the bro ther and sister 

evacuate the Pyncheon House and head fo r the countryside w ith ou t 

trep ida tion . C liffo rd  and Hepzibah bid “a fin a l farew ell to the abode o f 

th e ir forefathers w ith  ha rd ly more em otion than if  they had made it  th e ir 

arrangem ent to re tu rn  th ith e r a t teatim e” (Hawthorne, House 244). No 

longer ghosts, b u t instead substan tia lly hum an, they are free to go where 

they w ill.

So fa r ou r discussion o f The House o f the Seven Gables has 

centered on two basic narratives: in  the firs t, the fam ily patriarchs (the 

Colonel, Gervayse, and the Judge) are doomed by th e ir s tric t 

conservatism  and stubborn, selfish pride; in  the second, the two sib lings 

(Hepzibah and C lifford) fin d  redem ption by fa llin g  away from  pride fu l 

self-absorption and em bracing a more lib e ra l a ttitu d e  tow ard hum anity. 

Thus the ideological s h ift o f the Pyncheon fam ily as a whole, especially 

fo llow ing the Judge’s death, is  from  conservative rig h t to lib e ra l le ft. In  

contrast, the Maule fam ily, represented in  the end by Holgrave, moves 

from  le ft to rig h t. Even though Hawthorne’s characters gravitate toward 

opposing poles, however, the overall effect o f the en tire  w ork is  a 

profound movement inw ard toward an am biguous center.

Hawthorne’s allegory achieves a state o f dynam ic eq u ilib riu m  as its  

interwoven m otifs vacilla te between extreme conservatism  and extreme
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libe ra lism , yet it  is  im portan t to note, as w ell, th a t as these m otifs collide, 

the allegory is con tinua lly  rocked by the shockwaves o f irony. One o f the 

high po in ts o f irony, as we have already discussed, is  Jaf!rey*s death in  

the chapter “Governor In c h e o n .” A second h igh po in t occurs a t the end 

o f the w ork, when the Maule and Pyncheon fam ily lines come together 

through the engagement and subsequent m arriage o f Holgrave and 

Phoebe. A t h is po in t, M atthew M aule's descendant, a consummate 

lib e ra l fo r m ost o f h is life , seems to become an entrenched conservative. 

By firs t analyzing Holgrave's character before he “fa lls ” fo r Phoebe, we 

can come to a better understanding o f h is transform ation—and thus to a 

deeper appreciation o f the controversial conclusion to Hawthorne's iron ic 

allegory.

A t firs t, Holgrave resembles A ristabu lus Bragg in  h is egalitarian 

views. Homeless and w ithou t reverence fo r the fixed, Holgrave has the 

young m an’s desire to tear down the “moss-grown and ro tten  Past” 

(Hawthorne, House 37). Ju s t like  C liffo rd , Holgrave concludes th a t a ll 

the wrongs o f the past are enshrined in  houses; consequently, he 

believes th a t each perm anent man-made structu re  should be “pu rified  

w ith  fire —purified  t ill on ly its  ashes rem ain” (Hawthorne, House 140)! 

This echoes Phoebe’s ea rlie r concern, expressed to Hepzibah, th a t 

Holgrave m ight someday set the house on fire  (Hawthorne, House 63). 

Phoebe’s concern is w e ll founded; fo r du ring  Holgrave’s confrontations 

w ith  her, he often comes across, in  h is  passionate a rticu la tio n  o f h is
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vision fo r the fritu re , a b it like  an overzealous, even dangerous, 

anarchist. Such is  the case in  the follow ing passage:

J u s t th in k  a moment, and it  w ill s ta rtle  you to see w hat 

slaves we are to bygone times—to Death, if  we give the 

m a tte r the rig h t word! . . .  we live in  dead men’s houses 

. . . B u t we shsdl live  to see the day, I tru s t. . .  when no man 

sh a ll bu ild  his house fo r posterity. . . .  I doubt w hether even 

o u r pub lic edifices—our capitols, state houses, courthouses, 

c ity  ha ll, and churches—ought to be b u ilt o f such perm anent 

m ateria ls as stone o r brick. I t  were better tha t they should 

crum ble to ru in  once in  twenty years. (Hawthorne 139,140) 

Here, in  his heated sermon to Phoebe, Holgrave certa in ly sounds 

adversarial; and in  th is  respect, a t least, he does appear to f it  D. H. 

Lawrence’s characterization o f the American dem ocratic s p irit as 

som ething destructive rather than reconstructive. U nlike A ristabulus 

Bragg’s b ru tish  d isdain for aristocrats, however, Holgrave’s irreverence 

can be a ttrib u te d  to you th fu l innocence.

Innocence, as we have already seen, is  a fo rm  o f m ystification; yet 

according to Hawthorne, such naïve optim ism  is  the na tu ra l cond ition  of 

youth. Because Holgrave is young and inexperienced, therefore, h is 

m ystification, w h ich would otherw ise be unpardonable, is 

understandable and even forgivable. The specific nature o f h is  blindness 

“lay in  supposing th a t [his] age, more than any past o r fu tu re  one, is 

destined to see the tattered garm ents o f A n tiq u ity  exchanged fo r a  new

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



221

s u it, instead o f gradually renewing themselves by patchw orkf 

(Hawthorne, House 137). He also “im agines th a t the earth ’s granite 

substance is yet no t hardened” and is  therefore a substance he can 

“m old in to  whatever shape he likes” (Hawthorne, House 136). The 

images here o f the s u it and the stone reveal m uch about Holgrave’s 

im m a tu rity . We cannot sim ply discard the past like  an old su it because, 

u n like  the fu tu re , it  tru ly  is  (to m ix metaphors) set in  stone. The best we 

can hope fo r is to weave the patches o f ou r cu rre n t generation in to  the 

fab ric  o f those th a t came before us. Such is  the lesson o f tim e th a t 

Holgrave, an apt p u p il, m ust leam .

Given his position in  re la tion to houses and to the past, Holgrave is 

as m uch a hero in  space as N atty Bumppo. C erta in ly nom adic, he has 

no perm anent home and no perm anent jo b . “H is present phase, as a 

daguerreotypist,” we are to ld , is  “o f no more im portance . . . than any o f 

the preceding ones” (Hawthorne, House 135). Hawthorne’s clearest 

exam ple o f sheer m asculine speculation, divorced from  fem inine 

investm ent, Holgrave m ust become, through m arriage, involved w ith  life  

and tim e if  he is  to have any chance o f m oral transform ation. He m ust 

pass through the fie ry  crucib le o f a woman’s heart, and th is  woman, o f 

course, is  Phoebe.

Before h is engagement to Phoebe, Holgrave seems ju s t as im potent 

as the  Colonel and the Judge. W ith h is m asculine energies m isdirected, 

he seeks no perm anent fam ily  ties. As he te lls  Phoebe, p lan ting a fam ily 

is  “a t the bottom  o f m ost o f the wrong and m isch ie f w h ich men do.” He
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goes on to explain th a t ju s t as edifices should be razed every tw enty 

years, fam ily “houses” (lines) should also be destroyed:

The tru th  is , th a t, once in  every h a lf century, a t longest, a 

fam ily should be merged in to  the  great, obscure mass of 

humanity^, and forget a ll about h is  ancestors. Hum an blood, 

in  order to keep its  freshness, should run  in  hidden streams, 

as the w ater o f an aqueduct is conveyed in  subterranean 

pipes. (Hawthorne, House 141)

Once Holgrave fa lls fo r Phoebe, though, he abandons th is Une o f 

th inking . Betraying the optim ism  o f h is you th , he calls h is past life  

“lonesome and dreary” and h is fu ture  “a shapeless gloom” (Hawthorne, 

House 234). This rad ica l change is a t firs t confusing, bu t when, in  his 

next breath, he professes h is love for Phoebe, we begin to get the picture.

Surrendering to h is  budding in fa tua tion , Holgrave adm its tha t aU 

o f the w orld ’s progress resu lts  from  the il l ease and restless im pulses o f 

men. “The happy m an,” he says, “inevitab ly confines h im se lf w ith in  

ancient lim its .” Phoebe w orries th a t Holgrave w ill make a nom ad o f her, 

bu t he com forts her w ith  the assurance th a t her “poise w ill be more 

powerful than any o sc illa tin g  tendency” o f h is  (Hawthorne, House 235). 

He even shares w ith  her h is expectation th a t he w ill soon be p lan ting  

trees, setting fences, and maybe even constructing  a house fo r fu tu re  

generations. W hat a difference from  h is previous a ttitude ! So sudden, in  

fact, is Holgrave’s change o f heart th a t we are le ft to wonder i f  th is  a true 

transform ation or sim p ly the fooUsh ta lk  o f young love.
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Skeptical o f the tem porary in san ity  defense, m any readers fin d  

Holgrave’s qu ick  conversion unconvincing; they feel th a t Hawthorne, 

giving in  to w ish fu lfillm e n t, sold o u t fo r a warm  and fu z ^  ending th a t is, 

to say the least, weak and unsatisfying. Part o f the problem  here is th a t 

follow ing Jaffrey’s great Fa ll and C liffo rd  and Hepzibah’s dram atic 

regeneration, Phoebe and Holgrave’s development is  by com parison 

m inor. This becomes understandable, though, when we take in to  

consideration the couple’s age. Relatively innocent, Phoebe and Holgrave 

sim ply do no t have enough life  experiences to sustain any rea l sense o f 

tragedy. Phoebe grows up a little  and Holgrave wakes up a little , bu t 

beyond th is , no profound change is detectable. For th is  reason, we 

m ight be tem pted to conclude th a t the pa ir w ill live happily ever a fter. A 

close reading o f the text, however, does not allow  fo r th is  in te rp re ta tion .

Some degree o f Holgrave’s ab rup t change o f heart, we m ust adm it, 

can be a ttrib u te d  to the em otion o f the moment. The n a rra to r h im self 

gets caught up in  the fervor and even goes so fa r as to cla im  the two 

lovers have “transfigured the earth, and made it  Eden again” ; b u t then, 

regaining h is g rip  on rea lity, he lam ents, “B u t how soon the earth  dream 

settled down again” (Hawthorne, House 235). The p o in t here is  th a t each 

couple fa llin g  in  love fo r the firs t tim e recreates the trag ic story o f Adam 

and Eve. They s ta rt o ff innocent enough, b u t inevitab ly fa ll in to  suffering 

and sin. They are hum an, a fte r a ll. W ith the Fall, though, comes the 

possib ility  o f grow th—for the m an and woman carry in  th e ir hearts the 

dua l po ten tia lities o f perd ition  and paradise.
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The conclusion o f The House o f the Seven Gables is  b u t the 

beginning o f Phoebe and Holgrave’s story; the rest is  to be w ritten . Even 

though the novel ends on a h igh point, therefore, we m ust no t forget th a t 

w ith  sunshine come shadows. One such shadow is the sudden death o f 

Ja ffrey’s on ly son. W hat th is  means is th a t since C liffo rd , Hepzibah, and 

Uncle Venner are a ll aging and childless, Phoebe and Holgrave stand to 

in h e rit a tremendous fortune. W ith so m uch wealth comes the potential 

fo r pride; thus it  is not too m uch o f a stre tch  to im agine a fu tu re  Judge 

M aule o r even Governor M aule. This po ss ib ility  is suggested by 

Holgrave’s iron ic observation about Judge Pyncheon’s coun try manor:

The country house is certa in ly a very fine one, so fa r as the 

plan goes . . . B u t I wonder th a t the late Judge—being so 

opulent, and w ith  a reasonable prospect o f tran sm ittin g  his 

wealth to descendants o f h is own—should no t have fe lt the 

propriety o f em bodying so excellent a piece o f domestic 

architecture in  stone, ra ther than  in  wood. Then, every 

generation o f the fam ily m ight have altered the in te rio r, to 

su it its  own taste and convenience; w hile the exterior, 

through the lapse o f years, m igh t have been adding 

venerableness to  permanence w hich 1 consider essential to 

the happiness o f any one m om ent. (Hawthorne, House 241) 

Can th is  be true? Does Holgrave actua lly protest th a t Ja ffrey Pyncheon 

was n o t conservative enough? The answer lies in  ou r reading o f the 

words interior and exterior. C a lling to m ind the m etaphors o f the s u it and

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



225

the stone, we can see th a t Holgrave’s observation establishes w hat is  

arguably the m ost im portant a rch itec tu ra l m etaphor in  the allegory.

As a m ystified youth, we reca ll, Holgrave supposes th a t he can 

m old the granite substance o f the w orld  to h is own lik in g . He also 

believes he can discard the past like  an old ta ttered su it. In  h is 

discussion o f the country house, however, Holgrave is  no longer 

m ystified. By asserting th a t perm anent happiness can only be found 

w ith in  solid stone w alls, he actua lly makes a m orally m ature 

observation, fo r here the stone exte rior represents the unalterab le past, 

w hile the in te rio r represents the constantly changing present. O nly by 

confronting and reconciling w ith  the past, Holgrave concludes, can one 

tru ly  live  in  the present. Each generation m ust sew its  patches in to  the 

fabric o f A n tiqu ity . In  a rch itectu ra l term s, it  m ust a lte r the in te rio r to its  

own fancy. Playing on the properties o f exterior and in te rio r, then, 

Holgrave’s observation o f the country house establishes a key m etaphor 

w ith  a “s tru c tu ra l emphasis upon the book’s theme—the in terpenetration 

o f the past and the present* (Male 138).

C erta in ly there are enough shadows in  the conclusion to The 

House o f the Seven Gables to w arran t a re in terpre ta tion . Indeed, how 

can we ca ll the ending weak when Hawthorne, in  one b rie f passage, 

achieves such a profound moment o f irony. A t the same tim e, he 

a rtis tica lly  blends the spatia l and tem poral properties o f the house in to  

an a llegorica l fram ework th a t is paradoxically grounded even as it  is  

dynam ic. T h is passage is followed im m ediately by the la s t m ajor po in t o f
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iro n y  in  the book: the opening o f the old Colonel’s p o rtra it. W ith the flip  

o f a spring, Holgrave reveals no t on ly h is true  id e n tity  as a descendant o f 

M atthew  Maule, b u t also the location o f the m issing deed. Learning th a t 

the deed is now w orthless, the la s t o f the Ffyncheons realize th a t in  

grappling fo r M aule’s meager land, th e ir fam ily fo rfe ited  th e ir cla im  to 

vast te rrito ry . Thus is  the nature o f pride.

Throughout ou r discussion o f Hawthorne, we have seen th a t 

conservatism , in  the form  o f fam ily pride and a fa lse sense o f superiority, 

is  a type o f m ystifica tion. Yet w hile a move tow ard libe ra lism  would 

constitu te  a process o f self-knowledge and dem ystification, it  is equally 

tru e  th a t extreme libera lism  is also a m ystifica tion ; thus, tom  between 

two opposing alternatives, Hawthorne concludes h is  allegory not w ith  

reconcilia tion , b u t w ith  am biguity. In  th is  respect. The House o f the 

Seven Gables resembles Cooper’s Templeton trilo g y . Both works end 

w ith  e ither a m arriage o r an engagement, yet they escape the sim ple 

reso lu tion  usua lly afforded by the wedding p lo t by draw ing on the Edenic 

m yth to reveal the inherent tragedy in  the a llegorica l desire to found a 

la s ting  home.

Cooper, we recall, brings together O ld W orld experience and New 

W orld innocence in  a double wedding a t the W igwam. The Templemore 

wedding offers the hope o f an ideal blending o f conservatism  and 

democracy; however, th is  hope is  im m ediately underm ined by the sem i- 

incestuous Effingham  m arriage. In  the same way, o u r optim ism  fo r 

Phoebe and Holgrave is  tempered by the po ten tia l fo r incest among th e ir
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offspring. The branches o f th e ir fam ily  trees have fa llen away, and so 

th e ir ch ild ren w ill one day face the choice (as d id  C liffo rd  and Hepzibah) 

o f sacrific ing the p u rity  o f th e ir blood o r cling ing to one another in  sterile 

iso la tion. As we sha ll see, the theme o f incest as a m ystified response to 

the crises o f possession and permanence, so fu lly  developed by Cooper 

and Hawthorne, is also taken up by Herman M elville in  Pierre. M elville, 

though, explores the dark side o f allegory by showing th a t m oral 

transform ation, when divorced from  the hope o f heaven, can lead to 

despair.

As w ith  Cooper's Templeton trilogy, and Hawthorne’s The House o f 

the Seven Gables. M elville's Pierre achieves the obliqueness o f allegory 

through the tension o f opposing genres. C erta in ly, M elville's dua l vision 

o f epic and pastora l parallels Cooper's dual v is ion o f h isto ry and m yth 

and Hawthorne’s dual vision o f conservatism  and democracy, and a ll 

three w rite rs structu re  the ir themes through the use o f the arch itectu ra l 

m etaphor. M ost im portantly, M elville, in  confronting the am biguities o f 

synchronic and diachronic tim e, fa lls  fu lly  w ith in  the tra d itio n  o f iron ic 

allegory.

Because o f h is treatm ent o f the dual aspects o f tim e, M elville  can 

be more closely associated w ith  Hawthorne than w ith  Cooper; 

nevertheless, M elville ’s use o f the term s “horological” (earth ly tim e) and 

“chronom etrical” (heavenly time) suggests a possible connection to 

Cooper. A chronom etricals and horologicals conceit, fo r instance, 

embodies the cen tra l theme o f Cooper’s sea novel Jack T ier (published
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fou r years p rio r to Pierre). This conceit illu s tra te s  “c learly the relation 

between m oral absolutes and practica l expedients th a t m ust be 

understood if  one is to survive the perils o f th is  life ” (Jones 57). In  the 

novel, Cooper delineates a m oral continuum  from  com plete self-reliance 

to complete reliance on the benevolence o f providence. A t one end o f the 

spectrum  is Captain Stephen Spike. Perhaps a predecessor o f M elville’s 

Ahab, he is one o f those people who live “w ith o u t any com m unication 

w ith  th e ir Creator through long lives o f apathy to h is existence and laws, 

th in k in g  only o f the present tim e, and daily, hourly  sacrific ing  principles 

and du ty  to the narrow  in terests o f the moment” (qtd. in  Jones, 60).

W hile Captain Spike is entire ly horologic, im m ersed in  earthly 

expedients. Rose Budd is  en tire ly chronom etric, a ttuned on ly to m oral 

absolutes. Ju s t as C aptain Spike’s demise confirm s the te rrib le  

consequences o f to ta l pragm atism , so does the drow ning o f Rose Budd 

reveal the dangers o f b lin d  fa ith . Indeed, the two characters would make 

ideal subjects fo r P lin lim m on’s pam phlet on horologicals and 

chronom etricals. On the other hand, H arry M ulford, Cooper’s hero, 

leam s the “lim ita tio ns o f self-reliance unsupported by v irtuo us in ten t 

and hum ble fa ith  in  d ivine mercy.” He comes to realize th a t the form ula 

fo r surviva l is “practica l expediency inform ed and guided by m oral 

purpose” (Jones 57). T h is theme, central in  m any o f Cooper’s novels, is 

reinforced by the na u tica l m etaphor. In  Jack T ier, the du a l principles o f 

tim e are flushed ou t as M ulford attem pts to explain to Rose Budd the 

difference between Greenwhich tim e and local tim e. Confused, Rose
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Budd can on ly protest, "A w atch is  a w atch . . .  and tim e is  tim e" (qtd. in  

Jones, 58).

As Jones su ^e s ts , M elville seems to adapt Cooper's 

chronom etricals and horologicals conceit in  the pam phlet o f P lo tinus 

P linlim m on. In  M elville’s “chronom etrical con ce if (M elville 247), the 

chronom etrical soul relates to absolute idealism  and the horolog ical soul 

relates to p ractica l expediency. P linlim m on argues in  h is  pam phlet th a t 

man can never be a true  chronom eter, fo r “ if  he seek to regulate h is  own 

da ily conduct by it, he w ill b u t array a ll men's earth ly tim e-keepers 

against h im , and thereby w ork h im self woe and death” (M elville 246). 

W ith m orta l men, “the absolute e ffo rt to  live  in  th is  w orld according to 

the s tric t le tte r o f the chronom etricals is , somehow, apt to involve those 

in fe rio r beings eventually in  strange, unique follies and sins, unim agined 

before” (M elville 246). P linlim m on concludes th a t only through “a sort o f 

suicide as to the practica l th ings o f th is  w orld” can a m an “hope to 

regulate h is ea rth ly conduct” (M elville 247).

P inlim m on's chronom etrical conceit presents us w ith  the centra l 

irony o f the novel: the irreconcilable con trad iction  between e a rth ly  and 

heavenly tim e. As w ith  Hawthorne, M elville ’s irony takes the form  o f 

dem ystification. A t firs t, Pierre fools h im se lf in to  believing th a t he can 

overcome h is own horological nature and become a true  chronom eter 

through self-renunciation. A t the m om ent o f h is Fall, however, he 

realizes th a t se lf-renunciation only leads to  iso la tion  and unhappiness. 

In  the end, unable to reconcile h is e a rth ly  and heavenly concerns, he
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com m its the u ltim ate act o f se lf-renunciation; suicide. Thus, Pierre’s 

death becomes a sort o f se lf-crucifix ion  th a t transm its h im  from  earth ly 

tim e to  heavenly tim e, ju s t as Judge Pyncheon’s death transm its him  

from  present tim e to grand tim e. The obvious difference here is tha t 

Pierre chooses the m om ent o f h is death, whereas Judge Pyncheon does 

not.

In  h is se lf-sacrificing efforts to  achieve absolute idealism , Pierre is 

som ewhat heroic, b u t h is u ltim ate  im prisonm ent reveals the defects o f 

h is heroism . He is a doomed and undistinguished hero characterized by 

a “d im in ished understanding o f freedom” and an “excessive feeling for 

necessity.” He has a centra l im balance th a t makes h im  a “godlike or 

ch ild like  explorer who is d is tin c tly  i l l  a t ease in  a w orld o f easy 

acceptance. Instead o f being an assertive and b rillia n t w a rrio r, like  the 

epic hero, he exhib its h is uneasiness through vicious struggles w ith  the 

s e ir (Honig 163).

In  portraying Pierre as a doomed hero, M elville satirizes two 

allegorica l genre-types; the epic and the pastoral. The aim s o f the epic 

are generally h isto rica l and relig ious, to praise the v irtue s o f honor and 

courage w hich have bound men in  the past, and to  present these 

patte rns o f behavior as codes to be followed by fu tu re  generations. In  the 

same way, the tra d itio n a l pastoral “dictates an idealized behavior th a t is 

protected from  d is illu s ion ing  consequences in  the eveiyday w orld . . .  its  

tone and bias defy the fragm entations o f everyday experience” (Honig 

165).
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Pierre’s experiences challenge both the epic and pastoral trad ition s 

because h is p u rsu it o f tra d itio n a lly  heroic and C hristian virtues lead to 

d is illu s io n in g  consequences. He cannot escape the fragm entation o f 

everyday existence. By challenging the epic and pastoral genres, M elville 

creates a satire th a t is  d is tin c tly  a llegorical, fo r as Honig points ou t, 

“W hen the term s o f epical heroism  are mocked o r transform ed according 

to o ther eth ica l ideas, the resu lt is  satire o r pastoral, o r both. W hen they 

are fu rth e r rationalized and system atically redirected . . .  the re su lt is  

allegory” (171).

The key po in t here is th a t M elville ’s satire  becomes allegory 

through the red irection provided by a rch itectu ra l metaphors.

Throughout Pierre, the narrator compares the architecture o f P ierre’s 

soul w ith  the arch itecture o f society. For example, a t one po in t he 

w rites, “Now the quarry-discoverer is  long before the stone-cutter; and 

the stone-cutter is long before the arch itect; and the arch itect is long 

before the tem ple; fo r the temple is  the crown o f the w orld” (M elville 293). 

Here, com paring the soul to a tem ple, the na rra to r expresses, through 

the use o f stone imagery, Pierre’s progression from  horologic to 

chronom etric tim e. This progression is m arked by three centra l 

a rch itectu ra l m ilestones: Saddle Meadows, the Church o f the Apostles, 

and the prison.

Saddle Meadows is certa in ly a m onum ent o f pastoral romance. 

R ising above the “verdant trance” o f a  “green and gold w orld” fille d  w ith  

“b rind led  kine” and “ruddy-cheeked, w hite-footed boys” (M elville 23) are
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the “storied heights” (M elville 24) o f Saddle Meadows. W ith  h is soul fille d  

w ith  pride, Pierre associates the house w ith  the great deeds o f h is 

G lendinning predecessors; thus the house becomes the “background o f 

h is race” (M elville 26). Against the background o f Saddle Meadows, the 

na rra to r compares other seats o f “eastern patriarchalness” (M elville 31). 

He w rites th a t in  England, “an immense mass o f state-m asonry is 

brought to bear as a buttress in  upholding the hered itary existence o f 

certa in  houses” (M elville 31). The double m eanings o f the words 

“bu ttress” and “houses” in  th is  passage reveal the two levels on which 

the discussion o f architecture operate: lite ra l and figurative .

The na rra to r goes on to describe two types o f noble Am erican 

arch itecture, the Southern p lan ta tion  house and the N orthern Dutch 

m anor. “Such estates,” he w rites, “seem to defy Tim e’s too th , and by 

conditions w hich take hold o f the indestructib le  earth seem to 

contem porize th e ir fee sim ples w ith  eternity” (M elville 31). In  g lorifying 

the “large estates” and “long pedigrees” o f d ign ified  Am erican fam ilies, 

the na rra to r claim s to be poetica lly establishing the ric h ly  a ristocra tic 

condition o f M aster Pierre G lendinning. Thus he sets up a sym bolic 

re la tionsh ip  between Pierre and Saddle Meadows th a t ca lls to  m ind 

Judge Pyncheon. Like Judge Pyncheon, Pierre stands on a “noble 

pedestal” th a t is  based on “fam ily  pride,” and as w ith  the Judge, we w a it 

to see “ if  he keeps th a t fine footing” (M elville 32, 33).

The second sign ifican t a rch itectu ra l m etaphor in  P ierre is  the 

C hurch o f the Apostles. In  th is  passage, the m ost h igh ly a llegorical in
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the novel, the church and its  ad jo in ing b u ild in g  represent a m icrocosm  o f 

19 * century Am erica. The “ancient edifice* o f the church stands in  the 

old-fashioned p a rt o f tow n am idst “immense lo fly  warehouses” :

The m ateria l was grayish stone, rude ly cu t and masoned in to  

w a lls o f surp ris ing  thickness and strength; along two o f 

w hich w alls—the side ones—were d is tribu ted  as m any rows 

o f arched and state ly windows. A capacious square, and 

w holly unom am ented tower rose in  fro n t to tw ice the height 

o f the body o f the church; three sides o f th is  were pierced 

w ith  sm all and narrow  apertures. Thus fa r, in  its  external 

aspect, the bu ild ing—now more than a century old— 

su ffic ie n tly  attested fo r w hat purpose it  had o rig in a lly  been 

founded. . . . the old Church o f the Apostles had had its  days 

o f sanctifica tion and grace; b u t the tide o f change and 

progress had ro lled clean through its  broad-aisle and side- 

aisles, and swept by fa r the greater p a rt o f its  congregation 

two o r three m iles uptown. Some . . . lingered aw hile among 

its  dusty pews, lis ten ing  to the . . . fa ith fu l o ld  pastor, who 

. . . s till propped h is half-palsied form  in  the worm -eaten 

p u lp it, and occasionally pounded . . . the m oth-eaten 

covering o f its  desk. (M elville 301, 302)

In  th is  descrip tion, the church, w ith  its  unom am ented tower, represents 

the archaic C h ris tia n  values th a t have been swept away by progress.
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The m aterialism  and hollow  idealism  th a t replace these lo s t values, on 

the other hand, are represented by the b rick  a d ju n ct to  the church:

In  its  rear was a large and lo fty  p la in  b ric k  structure , w ith  its  

fro n t to  the rearward street, b u t its  back presented to the 

back o f the church, leaving a sm all, flaw ed , and 

quadrangular vacancy between. A t the sides o f th is  

quadrangle, three stories o f homely b ric k  colonnades 

afforded covered com m unication between the ancient 

church, and its  less elderly ad junct. A dism antled, rusted, 

and fo rlo rn  old ra ilin g  o f iro n  fencing in  a sm all courtyard in  

fro n t o f the rearward bu ild ing , seemed to  h in t, tha t the la tte r 

had usurped an unoccupied space form erly sacred as the old 

church's b u ria l enclosure. . . . th is  new bu ild in g  very m uch 

exceeded the church in  height. I t  was some seven stories; a 

fea rfu l p ile  o f T itan ic bricks, liftin g  its  tile d  roo f alm ost to a 

level w ith  the top o f the sacred tower. (M elville 301, 302)

I t  is  in teresting to note th a t the ad junct, a fter usu rp ing  the sacred space 

o f the church, faces away from  the church, leaving no th ing  between them  

b u t a “sm all vacancy” and “covered com m unication.” I t  is  also 

in te resting th a t the bu ild in g  rises from  a  graveyard and reaches nearly as 

h igh as the sacred tower. The lawyers and m erchants fillin g  the massive 

structu re  seem to be de filing  sacred ground even as they challenge God 

H im self—Commerce and the Law, Am erica’s new secular religions.
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E ventually the “gregarious" lawyers and m erchants fin d  it  

unprofitable to m ain ta in  stores and offices on the upper floors o f the 

attached edifice, so they settle in to  the basement and low er stories. The 

tem porary vacancy o f the upper floors affords the n a rra to r an easy 

com parison between the bu ild ing  and its  inhabitants: “alas! fu ll purses 

and em pty heads!” (M elville 303). This vacancy is q u ick ly  fille d  by 

“scores o f those m iscellaneous, bread-and-cheese adventurers, and 

am biguously professional nondescripts . . . and unaccountable foreign- 

looking fellows” (M elville 303). These new inhabitants, m ostly a rtis ts, 

teachers, o r “ ind igent philosophers” (M elville 304), nest in  the lo fty  floors 

like  ta lk in g  magpies, only to descend fo r food, like pelicans w ith  th e ir 

beaks open, to the streets below.

Taken a ll together, the images o f the Church o f the Apostles form  a 

m icrocosm o f Am erica, in  w hich the antiquated and forgotten m oral 

values o f the church are overrun by the m aterialism  o f countless lawyers 

and m erchants, w hile the a rtis ts , teachers, and philosophers, th e ir ideals 

obsolete in  the fast-paced world o f scien tific  progress, take refuge in  the 

prison-like  lo fty  regions. The church and the attached edifice stand 

back-to-back, separated by a sm all gap, like  two opposing symbols o f 

chronom etric and horologic tim e, respectively. Their in a b ility , or 

unw illingness, to com m unicate openly foreshadows Pierre’s u ltim ate 

fa ilu re  to reconcile h is chronom etric and horologic im pulses.

In  contrast to the optim istic, pastora l setting o f Saddle Meadows a t 

the beginning o f Pierre’s jo u m ^ , and the ambiguous C hurch o f the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



236

Apostles (which stands a t the geographical center o f the novel), the c ity  

p rison  stands like  a m ausoleum , m arking Pierre’s doom. Here the 

“cumbersome stone ce iling” is so low  th a t it  “alm ost rested on his brow; 

so th a t the long tie rs o f massive cell-galleries above seemed pa rtly  piled 

on h im ” (M elville 402). The dryness o f h is cheeks is compared w ith  the 

tric k lin g  cheeks o f the w alls. This com parison serves two purposes: firs t, 

it  allow s fo r a double m eaning o f the word “tie rs,” and second, it  

reinforces the connection m aintained throughout the novel between the 

arch itecture  o f Pierre’s soul and th a t o f society.

Another type o f connection can be made between the prison ce ll’s 

“barred arrow  s lit” (M elville 402) and the narrow  apertures o f the 

w indows a t the Apostles (M elville 301). The prison’s barred arrow -slit, as 

w ell as the other features o f P ierre’s “granite he ll” (M elville 404), invite  us 

to explore in  greater de ta il other instances o f prison im agery in  the novel. 

Through closer exam ination, we can see th a t the “prison comes to 

inscribe a general m etaphorical pa tte rn  on Pierre” (Berthold 243). We 

recognize prison im agery, fo r instance, when Pierre, Isabel, and Delly are 

greeted, upon entering New York, w ith  “shop-shutters being p u t on” and 

“locking , and bolting, and barring o f windows” (M elville 265). We also see 

p rison  imagery in  the description o f th e ir meager quarters a t the 

Apostles, and in  Pierre’s dream o f the T itan  Enceladus, who is 

im prisoned w ith in  the earth. F ina lly , we can see a pa ra lle l between the 

p ile  o f cell-galleries threatening to fa ll on Pierre in  the c ity  prison (M elville
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402) and the “T ita n ic  p ile  o f bricks” th a t threaten to fa ll a t the Apostles 

(M elville  302).

Having now com pleted a thorough analysis o f the arch itectu ra l 

m etaphors in  Pierre, we have a m uch be tte r appreciation o f the novel’s 

sophisticated s tructu re . Each o f the three centra l m onum ents (Saddle 

Meadows, the C hurch o f the Apostles, and the prison) m arks a d is tin c t 

stage in  the progress o f Pierre’s soul. A t each stage, Pierre struggles 

between opposing horological (expedient) and chronom etric (idealistic) 

im pulses. W ith each successive stage the burden o f th is  struggle 

becomes increasingly more d iffic u lt to bear, u n til eventually he can 

w ithstand it  no longer. Unable to escape h is own conscience, he 

continues to act m ora lly; unable to escape society, he continues to be 

punished for doing so. Thus trapped in  a k in d  o f lim bo o f am biguity, h is 

on ly hope fo r release is  in  death.

Perhaps the clearest instance o f P ierre’s torm ent is  when he firs t 

receives the le tte r from  h is ha lf-sister, Isabel, requesting his assistance. 

C om plicating the m atte r is the fact th a t Pierre is a t th a t moment engaged 

to Lucy Tartan. H is horologic im pulse in s tru c ts  h im  to rip  up the le tte r, 

fo r answering it  cou ld jeopardize the engagement and threaten his 

inheritance. On the other hand, h is chronom etric im pulse rem inds h im  

o f h is  responsib ility to  rig h t the wrongs o f h is fa ther, w hile a t the same 

tim e protecting h is  m other and preserving the fam ily  name. This m oral 

dilem m a is  described in  the follow ing passage:
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Pierre now seemed d is tin c tly  to feel two antagonistic 

agencies w ith in  him ; one o f which was ju s t struggling in to  

h is  consciousness, and each o f w hich was struggling fo r the 

m astery; and between whose respective fin a l ascendancies, 

he thought he could perceive, though b u t shadowly, 

th a t he him self was to be the only um pire. (M elville 88)

Here the “antagonistic agencies” are parodied by the appearance o f the 

good angel and bad angel. A t firs t Pierre is tem pted to follow  the urgings 

o f the bad angel, especially when he leam s th a t D e lly Ulver, Isabel’s 

friend, recently delivered an illeg itim a te  baby (w hich has since passed 

away) and is  also in  need o f rescuing. Eventually, though, Pierre— 

ignoring (or perhaps ignorant of) the social consequences o f h is 

decision—sides w ith  the good angel. He moves in  w ith  the two women, 

pretending th a t Isabel is his w ife and Delly th e ir m aid. Disgraced,

Pierre’s m other gives his inheritance to G lendinning Stanly, b u t Lucy 

sticks by Pierre and moves in  w ith  h im  as well. Thus, as a re su lt o f his 

high m oral standards, he iro n ica lly  ends up liv in g  w ith  three women in  a 

New Y ork apartm ent. Is it  any wonder th a t he in cu rs  the w ra th  o f 

society?

As Pierre moves from  h is id y llic  youth a t Saddle Meadows to his 

questionably incestuous arrangem ent as an “Apostle” to h is u ltim a te  

im prisonm ent, he experiences a “w ide general aw aking o f h is profbunder 

being” (M elville  260) and a deep awareness o f the “everlasting elusiveness 

o f T ru th ” (M elville 380). Through a process o f dem ystification, he
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confronts the one great irony o f life —tha t reconcilia tion  is  unatta inable 

between the in d iv id u a l soul and the w orld. R ealizing th is , he abandons 

a ll notions o f v irtu e  and vice and concludes th a t h is  on ly rem aining 

choice is  between two hells. And so, his la s t w illfu l act is to k ill h im se lf 

before he can be executed. Follow ing his lead, Lucy and Isabel swallow 

poison and thus end th e ir lives as well. Such is  the madness o f 

a llegorical desire in  its  blackest form .
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EPILOGUE 

There are sermons in stones.

Hawthorne

In  o u r fin a l analysis, we can say th a t iron ic allegory, as a uniquely 

Am erican genre bom  o u t o f the Am erican Renaissance, occupies a 

centra l position  in  Am erican lite ra ry  h isto ry. Preceded by the ra tiona lists 

and Rom antics—and followed by the rea lists, na tu ra lis ts , and 

m odernists—the dark rom antics o f the m id-nineteenth cen tu ry such as 

Hawthorne, M elville, and Poe (and to some extent Cooper) remained 

skeptical o f excessively subjective and objective experience. Their 

ideological stance was profoundly am bivalent, and so it  is  no t surprising 

th a t they preferred oblique rather than conventional lite ra ry  form s.

Hawthom e, especially, rejected the “one-eyed” visions o f Classicism  

and Rom anticism , as w e ll as the Transcendental prom ise o f painless 

pu rifica tio n . Recognizing th a t the a lte rna tive to tragedy is  dam nation, he 

was thus draw n to the dua l prom ise o f P uritan allegory and the them atic 

am biguity o f G othic fic tio n . W ith c la rity  o f technique, he worked G othic 

and P uritan  elements in to  h is own a rt, u n til, by applying the d ign ity o f 

h is m oral im agination and the beauty o f h is tragic v is ion , he was able to 

create from  the old form s a pow erful new genre. W ith  its  exploration o f 

the tru th  o f the hum an heart and its  pervading theme o f m oral
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transform ation., th is  genre, iro n ic  allegory, can be called the a rt o f 

tru th —and Hawthom e, its  orig inator, can be called the a rtis t o f tru th .

Iron ic allegory can best be understood by looking a t each o f its  

components separately. The two fundam ental properties o f allegory are 

m otion and opposition. Elements w ith in  an allegory are no t sta tic, as is 

com m only believed, b u t are instead dynam ic, vac illa ting  between 

opposing them atic poles. In  contrast to th is  “m otion,” we often speak o f 

a “moment” o f irony, fo r its  effect is qu ick and explosive. Irony generally 

in te rru p ts  the flow  o f the narrative w ith  them atic accents. The seem ingly 

paradoxical qua lities o f irony and allegory, fin a lly , are structured by 

chains o f m etaphors. A rch itectura l m etaphors are p a rticu la rly  useful fo r 

two essential reasons. F irs t, they function sp a tia lly  to provide concrete 

“places" fo r iro n ic  moments to occur. Second, as products o f tim e, they 

help develop the themes o f m ystification and dem ystification.

Today ou r understanding and appreciation o f allegory are 

jeopardized by the consensus among m any c ritic s  th a t it  is  an archaic 

and a rtific ia l form , s tiff and excessively m ora lis tic . P artly responsible fo r 

th is  m isconception is  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who believed th a t man, 

through sym bolic a rt, grows independent o f na ture  (in  the form  in  tim e) 

and th a t th is  independence arises from  the tendency o f symbols to 

disengage a rt from  the regulative rule o f m oral in scrip tion . Symbolism 

made it  possible fo r Coleridge and other Rom antics to create th e ir own 

ideals, and thereby escape sim ple reflection o r tran s la tio n  o f a 

predeterm ined m ora lity . The subjective, poetic qua lities th a t the
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Rom antics assigned to the sym bolic mode are indeed a ttractive , fo r they 

seem to free the a rtis t from  external concerns and to encourage a rt fo r 

a rt’s sake.

The libe ra ting  qu a lity  o f sym bolism , as presented by the 

Rom antics, explains why so m any a rtis ts  consider allegory, in  contrast, 

to be restrictive—and why so m any c ritic s  consider allegorists to  be 

a rtis tic a lly  lim ited . As Paul de Man observes:

The supremacy o f the sym bol, conceived as an expression of 

u n ity  between the representative and the sem antic function  

o f language, becomes a commonplace th a t underlies lite ra ry  

taste, lite ra ry  c ritic ism , and lite ra ry  h istory. . . allegory is 

frequently considered an anachronism  and dism issed as 

non-poetic. (BI 189, 190)

This view o f allegory as anachronism  is expressed by R ichard Chase in  

h is analysis o f Hawthorne and M elville. To Chase, allegory is a product 

o f ra tio n a lis tic  fancy ra ther than a rtis tic  im agination. In  w ritin g  allegory. 

Chase asserts, Hawthorne fe lt no im pulse to transm ute h is inherited  

C alvinism  in to  a new view o f life ; he was content to le t it  re lax in to  

harm ony w ith  the dualism  and common sense o f eighteenth-century 

thought (81). In  Chase’s fin a l determ ination, then, Hawthorne’s w ritin g  

is  stiffened by "aloof, contem plative skepticism ” (90).

As w ith  Chase, Charles Feidelson’s appreciation o f Hawthorne is  

dim in ished by h is  in te rpre ta tion  th a t allegory "was the brake th a t 

Hawthorne applied to  h is sensibility^.” For Hawthorne, w rites Feidelson,
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“allegory was analytic: allegory was safe . .  . because it  depended on a 

conventional order whose po in t o f arrangem ent was easily defined." 

O verestim ating Hawthorne’s eighteenth-century sen s ib ilily , and perhaps 

confusing the author h im se lf w ith  the narra tors he employed in  his 

fic tio n , Feidelson com plains th a t Hawthorne’s allegorical technique 

imposes a “pat m oral” and “sim plified character,” whereas “ symbolism  

leads to an inconclusive luxuriance o f m eaning” (14-16). A clearer 

instance o f the c ritica l bias against allegory w ould be hard to find .

F urthe r reading o f Feidelson reveals th a t a t the heart o f h is 

objection to allegory is a fundam entally ex is ten tia lis tic  d istaste fo r the 

notion o f tru th  altogether. For him  and o ther m odernists, tru th  is a 

cosmic k illjo y , spoiling ou r ch ild ish  play w ith  a ll the coolness o f a stem 

taskm aster. P articu la rly fru s tra tin g  is the inescapable paradox o f 

experience and knowledge th a t dom inates the para lle l tra d itio n s  o f 

W estern philosophy and allegory. When th is  paradox is confronted 

honestly, the doubleness o f the hum an condition becomes apparent. 

Feidelson, though, denies th a t man is fa llen. The problem , as he sees it, 

lies in  o u r false assum ption th a t there even is  an objective reality^ to be 

represented; the remedy, therefore, is  libe ra tion , through sym bolic 

language, from  the shackles o f allegory. As Feidelson explains:

The philosophy o f sym bolism  . . .  is  an a ttem pt to fin d  a 

po in t o f departure outside the prem ises o f dualism —not so 

m uch an attem pt to solve the o ld  “problem  o f knowledge” as 

an e ffo rt to redefine the process o f know ing in  such a
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m anner th a t the problem  never rises. . . .  The new sta rtin g  

po in t, both philosophic and lite ra ry , is  designed to recapture 

the u n ity  o f a w orld a rtific ia lly  d ivided. (50, 51)

Once the notion o f tru th  is erased, w rites Feidelson, the search fo r 

meaning becomes a sim ple a c tiv ity  o f creating o u r own patterns. This 

attem pt to establish in te rna l coherence a t the expense o f external rea lity , 

though, is as m uch a m ystification as Rom antic idealism .

Through denial, then, Feidelson is able to cla im  th a t sym bolism  

achieves absolute u n ity , yet as he h im self adm its, th is  is b u t an illu s io n . 

When we say th a t sym bols in  iso la tion are b u t illu s ion s, we mean th a t 

the figurative nature o f language makes reconcilia tion  between m ind and 

nature im possible; thus the be lief th a t sym bols are complete w ith in  

themselves is a m ystifica tion . The essential difference between sym bol 

and allegory is th a t sym bol seeks an illu s io n a ry  synthesis between m ind 

and nature, w hile allegory breaks the illu s io n  by revealing the tragedy o f 

hum an existence. In  th is  sense, a t least, allegory is  tru e r than sym bol, 

fo r whereas sym bolism  retreats from  ontological speculation, allegory 

never surrenders the correspondence to external tru th .

For Coleridge, and critics  such as Chase, Feideldson, M athiessen, 

and others, allegory pays too high a ransom  fo r its  m oral p ro fund ity, 

becoming in  the end m echanical and non-poetic, w hile sym bol rem ains 

organic and poetic. C ritics  who equate allegory w ith  s im p lis tic  and 

m echanical fabulism , however, m iss the p o in t th a t iro n ic  allegory, in  

rem aining true  to the fa llen  nature o f m ankind and the doubleness o f the
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hum an heart, is  no t by de fau lt unpoetic; indeed, tru th  and beauty are 

not opposed. By challenging the no tion th a t allegory is  an anachronism , 

therefore, it  has been o u r in ten tion  throughout ou r discussion to foster a 

renewed awareness and appreciation o f n ineteenth-century Am erican 

allegory. As we have seen, Hawthorne, M elville, and Cooper incorporate 

a rch itectu ra l m etaphors in to  allegorical structures th a t are no t only 

poetic, b u t also dynam ic and deeply iro n ic .

Hawthorne's The House o f the Seven Gables provides an effective 

model o f how arch itectu ra l m etaphors function w ith in  the context o f 

iron ic a llgory. C entral to  the novel is the In c h e o n  House, w hich stands 

as a tow ering m onum ent o f fam ily pride. Abnorm al attachm ent to the 

edifice constitu tes a m ajor m ystifica tion, fo r as possession o f the home 

passes from  generation to generation, the Pyncheons fa ll under the 

illu s io n  o f permanence w ith in  tim e. This creates shocks o f recognition 

when the illu s io n  is broken. One such shock o f recognition is when 

Gervayse realizes th a t in  try ing  to expand the fam ily ’s possessions, he 

has lo s t h is  daughter. Another o f the book’s ironies is  th a t a fte r stealing 

Maule’s land and com m issioning the construction o f the house, the 

Colonel dies before he can occupy it;  h is  body grows “cold,” in  fact, 

du ring  the house “w arm ing.” S im ila rly, a h igh p o in t o f iro n y  is when the 

Judge, the la s t o f the fam ily patriarchs, passes away w h ile  w inding his 

pocket w atch. The fin a l shock o f recognition, though, is  when the 

m issing deed is found, and the rem aining I^ c h e o n s  realize th a t th e ir 

ancestors forfeited vast riches.
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W orking in  conjunction w ith  the a rch itectu ra l m etaphor, ghost 

imagery reveals the in sub sta n tia lity  o f a fam ily  too long isolated. A t the 

moment o f Jaffrey’s death, fo r instance, he jo in s  in  a procession o f 

spectral ancestors. The two prim ary ghosts, however, are Hepzibah and 

C liffo rd, whose abnorm al attachm ent fo r each other as w e ll as to the 

house leaves them  cu t o ff from  the w orld. Hepzibah's p o in t o f reentry is  

the shop door, w h ile  fo r C liffo rd  it  is  the arched window. Here the 

in te rio r and exte rio r o f the house symbolize fem inine investm ent and 

m asculine speculation, respectively. For b ro ther and siste r, the shock o f 

recognition comes when, a t the end o f th e ir flig h t from  home, they 

observe a dilap idated church and farm house. A t th is  m om ent they find  

redem ption as th e ir proper relations to tim e and to hum anity are 

restored. Balancing the m oral transform ation o f Hepzibah and C liffo rd  is 

the m aturation o f Phoebe and Holgrave. Here the un ion o f young lovers 

revives the trag ic Eden m yth, w ith  its  dual prom ise o f salvation and 

dam nation. Related to th is , Hawthorne’s du a l vision o f conservatism  and 

democracy is  represented by the book’s fin a l a rch itectu ra l m etaphor, in  

which exterior and in te rio r spaces symbolize the re la tionsh ip  between 

past and present.

Like Hawthorne, Cooper also explores the interrelatedness o f past 

and present, though he articu la tes his dua l v is ion in  term s o f h isto ry and 

m yth, c iv iliza tio n  and w ilderness. As we have already discussed. Cooper 

probably cannot be ju s tifia b ly  classified as a  true  dark rom antic, iro n is t, 

o r allegorist, b u t in  h is Templeton trilo g y he does indeed em ploy
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allegorica l elements. In  using a rch itectu ra l m etaphors, Cooper, a 

dream er o f houses, dram atizes allegorical desire as the  search fo r a 

la s tin g  home. Crises o f possession drive the plots o f the  trilogy, and the 

prim ary opposition is  between God's na tu ra l arch itectu re  and man’s 

a rtific ia l architecture. F ire is an im portan t symbol th roughou t the trilo gy 

sign ify ing  divine condem nation o f hum an arrogance and hubris.

Each novel in  the Tem pleton trilo gy represents a stage o f 

c iv iliza tio n . The Deerslaver represents the savage age. The Pioneers the 

pastora l, and Home as Found the m iddle, w ith  the hope fo r the fin a l age 

expressed a t the end. In  The Deerslaver. firs t o f a ll, Tom H utte r 

experiences a cris is o f possession as he is forced to defend M uskrat 

Castle from  the surrounding Indians. The prim ary a rch itec tu ra l 

m etaphor is the castle itse lf, w hich, in  opposition to the Ind ian huts, 

stands like  a fortress o f H arry’s ind iv idua l and fam ily pride. A second 

c ris is  o f possession involves the issue o f a u tho rity . Here, in  The 

Pioneers. Marmaduke Temple’s questionable land acqu is ition  is 

legitim ized when h is daughter, E lizabeth, m arries O live r Edwards, a 

descendant o f the previous owner. Edwards has been u n o ffic ia lly  

adopted by Indians, so any potentia l co n flic t w ith  the native inhabitants 

is  conveniently averted. The delicate pastoral balance in  the novel is 

sym bolized by the Temple house, an a rch itectu ra l d isaster, and M atty’s 

sim ple hu t.

In  Home as Found, fin a lly , th is  balance is lost. Beginning as a 

to u r book o f New York arch itecture, the novel eventually centers on the
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Temple house, now called the W igwam. As the Effîngham s defend the 

legitim acy o f th e ir possessions against men such as A ristabu lus Bragg 

and Steadfast Dodge du ring  the Three M ile controversy, th e ir fam ily’s 

p ride fu l iso la tion  becomes apparent; and the irony o f th e ir position is  

fu lly  revealed du rin g  the incestuous m arriage o f the firs t cousins, Paul 

and Eve. The Effîngham s, like  the Pyncheons, ris k  fa m ilia l suicide in  

attem pting to rem ain pure. Thus the double wedding o f Effîngham s and 

Templemores confirm s Cooper’s ambivalence toward Am erican 

democracy.

A common bond between Hawthorne and Cooper is th a t a t the 

heart o f th e ir a rtis tic  sensib ilities lies a foundational fa ith  in  divine 

mercy; consequently, they each a rticu la te  allegorical desire as a hope o f 

heaven. According to them , the process o f m oral transform ation is 

essentia lly a positive endeavor, fo r even though the search fo r w o rld ly  

meaning leads to am biguity, there is always the expectation o f 

reconcilia tion in  the next w orld. M elville, on the other hand, d id  no t 

share th is  fa ith . Nevertheless, he never abandoned the correspondence 

o f external tru th . In  the words o f Hawthorne, he could “ne ithe r believe, 

nor be com fortable in  h is unbelief* and he was “too honest and 

courageous not to  try  to do one o r the other” (qtd. in  Thompson xxi). A t 

h is m ost cynical moments, M elville does a t tim es abandon irony fo r 

satire. This dim inishes h is  m oral force, fo r irony cuts deeper than satire , 

affecting the soul instead o f the in te llec t. A t h is best, though, M elville  is
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pow erfu lly iron ic , un flin ch ing  in  h is Promethean struggle fo r self­

de fin itio n .

M elville ’s allegorical novel Pierre follow s a three-part s tructu re  

anchored by the three cen tra l a rch itec tu ra l m etaphors: Saddle Meadows, 

the C hurch o f the Apostles, and prison. These edifices develop the 

cen tra l opposition between epic and pastora l as they m ark the stages o f 

Pierre’s m oral transform ation from  chronom etric idealism , to horologic 

expediency, to u ltim ate despair. U nlike Cooper’s hero o f Jack T ier. H any 

M ulfo rd, who leam s th a t self-reliance m ust be balanced by virtuous 

in te n t and hum ble fa ith  in  divine mercy, Pierre loses fa ith  in  divine 

m ercy altogether. He becomes, in  the end, a doomed hero—heroic 

because he refuses to surrender e ither self-reliance o r v irtu o u s in ten t, 

and doomed because w ith o u t the hope fo r heaven, h is dem ystification 

drives h im  mad. In  M elville ’s Pierre, then, we see the trag ic van ity  o f 

try in g  to  live by C hristian princip les w ith o u t fa ith  in  the actua l C hrist.

Follow ing Hawthorne and M elville, Am erican lite ra ry  h is to ry  is 

m arked by a general tu rn  away from  the themes o f am biguity, irony, and 

tragedy. “Recent lite ra tu re ," as R.W. B. Lewis notes, “has lo s t the 

profound trag ic understanding—paradoxically bred o u t o f cheerfulness— 

o f a Hawthorne o r M elville” (9). Indeed, “the Am erican as Adam has been 

replaced by the Am erican as Laocoon; the Em ersonian figure—th e  p la in  

old Adam , the sim ple genuine s e lf—has been firowned qu ite  o u t o f 

existence. . . .  irony has w ithered in to  mere m ordant skepticism ” (Lewis 

195, 196). Future study o f iro n ic  allegory as an Am erican genre could
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trace th is  general decline o f irony. A fru itfu l place to s ta rt in  such a 

review would o f course be Edgar A llan Poe’s “The Masque o f the Red 

D eath,” in  w hich a rch itectu ra l metaphors develop the themes o f tim e, 

pride, and irony. A usefu l analysis could then be made o f the incest 

them e and the collapsing house in  “The F a ll o f the  House o f Usher.”

B u ild ing on the theme o f the collapsing house are George 

W ashington Cable’s “Belles Demoiselles P lantation” and W illiam  Dean 

Howells’ The Rise o f S ilas Laoham. These w orks, however, lack the 

m oral force o f irony. Cable’s work does a t least anticipate Faulkner’s 

pow erfu lly trag ic novels o f the fallen South. In  the conception o f the C iv il 

W ar as our na tion ’s F a ll from  innocence lies the m ost fru itfu l ground fo r 

a study o f a rch itectu ra l metaphors w ith in  the fram ew ork o f iron ic 

allegory. Indeed, the p lan ta tion house, b u ilt by the black man’s to il, 

becomes a profound m onum ent o f the w hite m an’s arrogance as it  peels, 

cracks, crum bles, and sinks in to  the swamp. In  W illiam  Faulkner’s 

Absalom! Absalom! and Ralph E llison’s Invisib le  Man. especially, we 

w itness the legacy o f Hawthorne, and the pow erful resurgence o f irony 

and the tragic sensib ility .

Continued study o f American iro n ic  allegory w ill reveal a tra d itio n  

w hich, in  w orking “ to deal successfully w ith  opposites, na tu ra lly  leads to 

a great sensitiv ity about tim e’s double features o f du ra tion  and arrest, o f 

e te rn ity  and the im m ediate moment”  (Hansen 22). This tra d itio n  began 

in  the nineteenth cen tury as an amalgam o f poetry and fic tion , 

im agination and tragedy. Hawthorne, M elville, and Cooper employed
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allegory to achieve “them atica lly chained a rt” (F letcher 267). In  The 

House o f the Seven Gables. Pierre, and the Tem pleton Trilogy, fo r 

example, the process o f in teraction between genre and other elem ents is 

un ified  by the con tro lling  ideal o f tim e and m ortared in to  a cohesive 

whole by a rch ite c tu ra l metaphors.

Hawthorne, especially, embraced the obliqueness o f allegory, fo r he 

found sym bolic modes static, whereas w ith  allegory “ the  concern is  

always w ith  process, w ith  the way in  w hich various elem ents o f an 

im aginative o r in te lle c tu a l system in te ra c t” (C lifford 11). As m ankind’s 

most honest lite ra ry  response to the doubleness o f fa lle n  hum an nature, 

fina lly , iro n ic  allegory appeals to the sensib ility  keenly tuned to the 

aesthetics o f tragedy; dynam ic yet paradoxically grounded, nineteenth 

century Am erican allegory uncom prom isingly demands an appreciation 

o f a rt w ith  a m oral foundation and o f beauty edified by tru th .
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