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ABSTR AC T

To declare  that N athaniel H aw th o rn e  is not know n for h u m o r w ou ld  be a 

consp icuous u ndersta tem en t, for literary  criticism  has assigned  to h im  the 

role of a m elancholy, reclusive descendan t of P uritans w ho explores and 

ex p ounds the evil tha t lurks in the heart of m an. In sp ite  of this grave 

characterization , in itiated  by M elville in the critical essay "H aw th o rn e  and 

his M osses" and  cultivated  by the m elodram atic exaggeration  of H aw tho rne  

him self, a tho rough  and  unprejud iced  read ing  of the tales and  sketches 

reveals an abundance of h u m o r and  m irth . Furtherm ore, an unb iased  review  

of b iograph ical m aterials leads to a characterization of H aw tho rne  as a shy bu t 

w e ll-ro u n d ed  m an w ith  an  active sense of hum or.

This s tu d y  surveys the sub tle  h um or evinced in m any stories th ro u g h  the 

ironic voice of H aw tho rne 's  n arra to r confronting  the vagaries and  

am bigu ities of reality— a m in ister inexplicably w ears a veil, a scientist 

experim en ts  w ith  the Fountain  of Youth, a m an im agines a snake nesting  in 

his bosom . It elucidates m any  instances of H aw thorne gently  rid icu ling  

him self and  the w riting  profession and am iably d isp lay ing  the foibles of 

m ank ind . It explores the s tartling  assertion that even H aw th o rn e 's  so-called 

"d a rk  side" has its hum orous vein, and concludes w ith  an in d ep th  look at 

H aw th o rn e 's  hum orous tales, cu lm inating  w ith  the m asterfu l "M y K insm an, 

M ajor M olineux."
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IN TRO D U CTIO N

The secret sm ile of N athan ie l H aw thorne, the com ic sp irit w ith  w hich he 

confron ted  life's am biguities, has rem ained  veiled for nearly  a cen tu ry  and  a 

half, igno red  or explained  aw ay  by literary  critics adh erin g  to the trad itional 

concep tion  of the m an and  his w orks. For reasons w hich  shall be elaborated  

in this s tu d y , H aw thorne w as labeled early  in his career as a w riter 

p reoccup ied  w ith  the d ark  side in m en 's  souls— w ith  a k ind  of su p ern a tu ra l 

m alevolence. W hile no one can refu te  the existence of these k inds of them es 

in his w ork , it is tim e tha t H aw th o rn e  criticism  acknow ledge tha t these d ark  

or tragic elem ents are counterbalanced  by an equally  exuberan t com ic sp irit 

w h ich  perv ad es v irtually  all of his w riting .

E ngaging  in a d iscussion  concern ing  the existence of h u m o r in any  w ork 

of lite ra tu re  is a hazardous en terprise . O ne approach  is to select a theory  of 

h u m o r an d  app ly  it to the text. The difficulty  w ith  this tactic, how ever, is that 

h u m o r has resisted  successful theo rization  by  g reat m inds th ro u g h  the ages.1 

From  A risto tle to H obbes to Bergson and  Freud, a com m on flaw  has p lagued  

a ttem p ts  a t develop ing  a theory  of h u m o r—a tendency  to overgeneralize. As 

Paul Lew is has po in ted  out, these efforts invariably  focus on one aspect of 

h u m o r and  then  generalize to arrive  at an  overall theo ry  of h u m o r.2 

A lthough  such  theories succeed in explain ing  a particu la r style o r aspect of 

h u m o r, they  fall far sh o rt of the m ark  w hen  they a ttem p t to reduce  all hum or 

to the rig id  form ula w hich  has w orked  so well for the particu la r aspect they 

h ave  ex p lo red .3 As a result, a lthough  a particu lar theory  m igh t be  com patib le



w ith  an  ind iv idual w ork , there is no single theory  w hose scope encom passes 

the range of h u m o r w hich  is found  in the tales and  sketches of H aw thorne. 

Lewis po in ts  o u t th a t there are "critics w ho reject such global descrip tions and 

insist on  the un iqueness of e ither literary  h u m o r in general or of each 

instance of h u m o r th a t occurs in lite ra tu re ."4 H e term s these critics "anti- 

un iversalis ts"  an d  num bers am ong them  L. C. K nights and  H arry  Levin.5

A rriv ing  at a w orkab le defin ition  of h u m o r is nearly  as d ifficu lt as 

p ro p o u n d in g  a theory, bu t w hat proves to be the m ost practical one w as 

de lineated  by  Sam uel Johnson as he d iscoursed  abou t com edy in the theater 

of his day:

C om edy has been particu la rly  u np rop itious  to definers; though  

p erh ap s  they m igh t p ro p erly  have con ten ted  them selves w ith  

d ec laring  it to be such a dramatic representation o f  hum an life as 

may excite mirth, they  have em barrassed  the ir defin ition  w ith  

the m eans by w hich  the com ic w riters a tta in  their end , w ith o u t 

considering  tha t the various m ethods of exh ilara ting  the ir 

audience, not being lim ited  by na tu re , cannot be com prised  in 

precept. Thus, som e m ake com edy a rep resen ta tion  of m ean, 

an d  o thers of bad  m en; som e th ink  tha t its essence consists in 

the un im portance , o thers  in the fictitiousness of the transaction . 

But any  m an 's  reflection w ill inform  him , tha t every  d ram atic  

com position  w hich raises m irth  is comic: and  that, to raise 

m irth , it is by no m eans necessary, tha t the personages 

shou ld  be either m ean or co rrup t, nor alw ays requ isite , tha t the 

action shou ld  be trivial, no r ever, tha t it shou ld  be fictitious.6 

Johnson 's  rem arks are equally  applicable to w hat w e today call h u m o r and  

w hich, fo llow ing  his lead, m ay be defined  as that which excites mirth  or, less



form ally , as anyth ing  that makes us laugh or smile. A lthough  th is ad eq u a te  

b u t very general defin ition  circum vents the difficulty  already d iscussed , it 

raises ano ther obstacle to any discussion of literary  hum or.

The problem  is succinctly stated  by Lewis:

If h u m o r appreciation  is subjective and  contextual, roo ted  in 

in d iv id u a l affective and  in tellectual responses, how  can critics 

isolate such phenom ena for analysis? A lthough  w e can all 

identify  m etaphors and m etonym ies, one reader's  joke is 

an o th er 's  sad  irony.7 

Lew is' so lu tion  to this d ilem m a is to contend tha t a person  m ay u n d e rs tan d  

how  som eth ing  m ay be perceived as hum orous by o thers w ithou t personally  

finding  it to be funny. I w ou ld  add  to this con ten tion  m y ow n tha t there is 

m uch m ore sh ared  by hum anity , w ith  regard  to a sense of hum or, th an  there 

is d ivergent. If this w ere no t so there w ou ld  be very  few com edians. In the 

final analysis, how ever, the evidence for the existence of hum or in a w ork  of 

litera tu re  is alw ays going to be circum stantial and  subject u ltim ately  to the 

judg m en t of the reader.

In this s tudy , I w ill p resen t num erous exam ples of w hat I perceive to be 

h u m o r in the tales and  sketches of H aw thorne using  his ow n w ords  as m uch 

as possible. W here there is contextual ev idence of h u m o ro u s in ten t by the 

au thor, I w ill p o in t it out. W here exp lanation  or descrip tion  m ay clarify the 

hum or, I w ill offer them . I w ill not, how ever, a ttem p t to im pose a theo ry  of 

hum or, for there is none tha t fits the broad  range of H aw tho rne 's  hum or.

The presence of h u m o r in H aw tho rne 's  w ork  is som etim es m arked  by a 

sub tle  w ink  or sm ile from  the narra to r as in the futile search of "The G reat 

C arbuncle" o r the gentle irony of "The G reat Stone Face." E lsew here it is 

m arked  by o u trig h t laugh ter as in the clim actic scene of "M y K insm an, M ajor
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M olineux" or the young  girls laugh ing  at H aw tho rne  in "F oot-prin ts on the 

Sea-shore." It encom passes a broad  spectrum  of in tensities and  styles, from  

the s ting ing  sarcasm  of "The H au n ted  Q uack" to the am iable satire  of "The 

C elestial Rail-road" to the k indly  good hum or of such  sketches as "Little 

A nn ie 's  Ram ble." It is a b road  and  vivacious hu m o r tha t belies the 

trad itional im age of H aw tho rne  as a m elancholy recluse.

It w as in the process of scru tin iz ing  "M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux" and  

rev iew ing  the m any critical approaches that have been app lied  to the tale that 

I finally go t the joke. The spon taneous insight occurred  to m e that Robin w as 

laugh ing  in the clim actic scene, no t at his pitiful uncle, b u t at h im self and 

tha t H aw tho rne  had  in tended  the story  in a fundam en tal w ay to be funny. 

W hile th is m ay hard ly  seem  to be an earth -shattering  assertion, it has nor 

been m ade by anyone else to m y know ledge, and  it has im plications for the 

en tire  body  of H aw th o rn e 's  w ork  and  for its critical assessm ent. It m eans that 

N athan ie l H aw thorne, the su p posed ly  dou r recluse, had  a w ell-developed  

sense of hu m o r tha t m anifested  itself in his w orks and  tha t to apprec ia te  his 

full ta len t one m ust explore this long neglected facet of his w ritings.

The nex t logical step  w as to search H aw thorne 's  w ritings for o ther 

instances of hum or. In o rd er to m aintain  a m anageable scope, how ever, the 

investigation  w as necessarily  lim ited to the tales and  sketches p lu s the early 

novella, Fanshawe. The resu lt of this search w as the d iscovery  of a p le thora 

of hu m o r, from  the slapstick  comic relief and  satire  of Fanshawe to the self- 

d ep reca tio n  of M onsieur Du Miroir to the laugh ter a t h u m an  foibles in Dr. 

Heidegger's Experiment. In read ing  the tales and  sketches, it becom es 

a p p a re n t tha t H aw thorne peered  deep into the heart of m an  and  w as both  

horrified  and  am used  by w hat he saw.

O nce one becom es aw are of the abundance of h u m o r in H aw th o rn e 's



w ritings, it is difficult to fathom  how  it could have been overlooked  by so 

m any astu te  readers for such a long period  of time. L iterary repu ta tions, 

fostered by en thusiastic  and  persuasive  critical review s, can becom e calcified 

into literary  credo in just a few decades. W hat m igh t begin as m eaningfu l 

insigh t can becom e a form  of literary  b linders, inadverten tly  focusing the 

critical eye on one aspect or d im ension  to the exclusion of any  o thers. O ver a 

period  of tim e, opin ion  and  assertion  com e to be accepted as fact and  law , and 

the con trad ic to ry  and  the problem atical are sm oothed  aw ay. A n a u th o r's  

rep u ta tio n  becom es an  easily recited form ula, ensh rined  in the literary  

p an th eo n  and  passed  on to genera tion  after generation  of u n q u es tio n in g  true 

believers. O ccasionally, how ever, a fresh perspective is app lied  to a body  of 

w o rk  and  a scorned au thor is re juvenated  or an  already estab lished  

rep u ta tio n  is enhanced . John D onne an d  H erm an  M elville are b u t tw o of 

m any  nam es w ho have experienced such  literary  regeneration .

It is m y con ten tion  that H aw th o rn e 's  h u m o r has been generally  

overlooked, w ith  the exception of his earliest critics, because it w as never 

expected o r sough t after, for the presence of h u m o r w ould  be seen as 

con trad ic to ry  to the conventional v iew  of H aw tho rne  as the m aster of the 

d a rk  side  of m ank ind . The m eager am o u n t of hum or tha t m anages to 

m anifest itself w ith in  this context is exp lained  aw ay and  m ade to conform  

w ith  an uny ie ld ing  dark  view  tha t has becom e the critical credo. If 

H aw th o rn e  is the unm asker of the evil tha t lu rks in the h eart of m an  and  the 

literary  heir to the P uritan  sp irit of his ancestors, there is obviously  no room  

for h u m o r in such a schem e. The ev idence for this con ten tion  w ill be 

d iscussed  in C hap ter 1.

O ne of the few m odern  m entions of the com ic elem ent in the w ritings of 

H aw th o rn e  is by M ary Allen in an essay en titled  "Smiles and  L augh ter in



H a w th o rn e ."8 She takes the stance that the frequen t im ages of sm iles and  

laugh ter are "a lm ost en tire ly  w ithou t the u sual accom panim ents of hum or, 

e ither g ro tesque, b itter, o r ben ign ."9 A pparen tly  u n d er the influence of 

H aw th o rn e 's  d o u r repu ta tio n , she ignores m uch of the h u m o r and  reshapes 

the rest to su it the im age. A lthough she refers to the critical neglect of 

H aw th o rn e 's  h u m o r as no ted  by Jam es K. Folsom  (w hich I w ill d iscuss 

shortly), she o d d ly  m akes no com m ent u p o n  the m any  instances of h u m o r 

w hich he describes. She ascribes to H aw tho rne  a "P u ritan  d is tru s t of 

g a ie ty "10on the ra th e r tenuous basis of his convincing portraya l of the 

P uritans in "The M ay-Pole of M erry M ount":

H aw th o rn e  no doub t m ean t to chastise his ancestors for their 

dism al approach  to life in this tale; b u t in p lay ing  the ir p a rt so 

convincingly  he nevertheless betrays his ow n fear of p le a su re .11 

It seem s ab u n d an tly  clear tha t A llen has seen w hat she w an ted  to see and  

read  into the m ateria l som ething  tha t is sim ply  no t there. C o n tra ry  to her 

inadequate  assessm ent, as this study  w ill show , there is a p repo n d eran ce  of 

evidence, b o th  b iograph ical and literary, ind icating  tha t H aw tho rne  had  a 

w ell-developed  and  active sense of hum or.

A llen also a ttem pts to app ly  E dw ard  H. R osenberry 's four phases of 

M elville 's h u m o r12 to H aw thorne and  com es to the ra ther questionab le  

conclusion th a t H aw th o rn e  can only be identified  w ith  the th ird  phase, 

philosophical-psychological,13 w hich  deals w ith  the am bigu ity  of reality  and , 

according to A llen, is no t concerned w ith  laughter. R osenberry 's categories of 

h u m o r are an  a ttem p t to describe the evo lu tion  of h u m o r in M elville 's 

w orks. W hile they  m ay be applicable to M elville, to arb itrarily  ap p ly  them  to 

H aw th o rn e  p roves unw orkab le. As this s tu d y  w ill show , H aw th o rn e 's  

h u m o r show s no progressive  developm ent b u t is expressed  in a varie ty  of



form s as an u n d erly in g  m otif th ro u g h o u t the tales and  sketches.

The lone m o d ern  critic w ho has espoused  the existence of sign ificant 

h u m o r in H aw th o rn e 's  w orks is the above-m entioned  Jam es K. Folsom  w ho 

devo tes an  en tire  chap ter to "H aw thorne and  the Com ic S p irit."14 He argues 

convincingly  tha t there has been critical neglect of this facet of H aw th o rn e  

and  po in ts ou t a n u m b er of exam ples tha t ap tly  dem onstra te  H aw th o rn e 's  

use of hum or. H e describes H aw tho rne 's  hum or, ra ther usefully  I th ink , as a 

w ay  of v iew ing  reality  tha t is com plem entary  to his tragic vision. H e also 

m akes the im p o rtan t p o in t that "an  u n e rrin g  sense of the lud icrous, 

especially  of the h u m o r inheren t in the d ifference betw een m an 's  noble 

p re ten tions  and  often ra th e r feeble p e rfo rm an ce"14 is fundam ental to 

H aw th o rn e ’s com ic vision. Folsom 's observations lead him  to a d iscussion  of 

H aw th o rn e 's  longer w orks, but, as w e shall see, the hum or found  in the tales 

and  sketches p rov ides significant su p p o rt to his assertions.

The varie ty  and  m ix tu re  of w ays in w hich  H aw th o rn e 's  h u m o r finds 

expression , flow ing na tu ra lly  from  the w ork , ren d er its o rgan ization  stric tly  

by genres im practical. For this sam e reason, the im position of any  rig id  k ind 

of s tru c tu re  on the h um orous m aterial is unfeasible and, in fact, tends to be 

co u n te rp ro d u c tiv e  to the p resen ta tion  an d  u n d e rs tan d in g  of the h u m o r in its 

o rig inal context. The isolation of puns, for exam ple, w ou ld  fail to effectively 

p o rtray  the ir use in com bination  w ith  a h u m o ro u s context such as is found  

in "The D evil in M anuscrip t."

As a resu lt of these considerations, I have chosen to follow a efficacious 

o rgan iza tion  w hich  is flexible and  allow s an  overlapp ing  of topics w hen  

necessary. C h ap te r 1 p resen ts the ev idence for the existence of H aw th o rn e 's  

sense of h u m o r and  culm inates in an  exposition  of the h u m o r found  in 

Fanshawe, H aw th o rn e 's  first pub lished  w ork. C hap ter 2 elucidates the sub tle



h u m o r tha t is so pervasive in the tales and  sketches, yet is so easily  m issed. 

C hap ter 3 dem arcates the frequent instances of H aw tho rne 's  self-deprecatory  

hum or. The for the m ost p a rt gently  satirical hum or d irected  a t m an k in d  is 

e laborated  u p o n  in C hap ter 4, and  the d ark  hum or w hich som e have seen as 

the an teceden t of tw en tieth  century  black hum or is the topic of C h ap te r 5. 

The final ch ap te r deals w ith  H aw th o rn e 's  m ost overtly  h u m o ro u s w ritings, 

the h u m o ro u s tales, and  concentrates on an explication of the joke-like 

s tru c tu re  of "M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux."



CHAPTER I

TH E REAL N A TH A N IEL H A W TH O R N E

"W ill the real N athan iel H aw tho rne  p lease stand  up!"— it w ou ld  have 

m ade for an  exquisitely  puzzling  ed ition  of To Tell the Truth  had  the celebrity 

p anel b een  forced to choose the real H aw tho rne  from  am ong the several 

personas tha t m ay be fabricated ou t of the m aterial tha t h istory  has handed  

d o w n  to us. A fter all, literary critics ap p ea r to have been dealing  w ith  an 

im posto r in the p erson  of a brooding , reclusive Puritan  for w ell over a 

century , and  it is tem pting , in reaction to the unflattering  portraya ls  of the 

past, to re inven t H aw tho rne  as a sociable bon  v ivan t and  m an abou t tow n. 

The tru th , how ever, is tha t the real N athan ie l H aw tho rne  sits som ew here  in 

the m idd le, a shy, good-hum ored  m an fascinated by the ironies and  

am bigu ities of life. A fter w ell over a cen tury  of m istaken identity , this is the 

H aw tho rne  th a t shou ld  stand  up to acknow ledge the app lause  of the 

aud ience.

It is ironic th a t N athan iel H aw thorne has becom e so identified  w ith  the 

ancestral P u ritan  sp irit w hich so hau n ted  him . A lthough  he ev idenced  a 

lifelong fascination for his heritage as he chronicled and  explored  its 

intricacies in his fiction, H aw thorne him self d id  not possess the d o u r 

Puritan ical d isposition  so often ascribed to h im  by unquestion ing  critics. To 

the con trary , even a casual inspection of his tales and  sketches reveals a w arm  

and  p lay fu l sense of hu m o r tha t is p resen t to som e degree in v irtually  all of

9



his w ritings. This critical neglect of H aw tho rne 's  com ic side has left a huge 

gap  in o u r u n d ers tan d in g  and  apprec iation  of the m an and  h is w ork.

In the initial critical reception of H aw th o rn e 's  tales, his h u m o ro u s  touch 

received  p ro m in en t notice. For exam ple, a review  of Twice-told Tales in the 

Knickerbocker m ade  w hat w as to becom e a s tan d ard  com parison  w ith  

Longfellow , Irv ing  and  C harles Lam b and  rem arked  u p o n  the "qu ie t 

h u m o r ." 1 The rev iew er of Mosses from  an Old Manse  in Graham's M agazine  

described  the w ork  as being "rep lete  w ith  fancy, hu m o r and  sen tim en t" and 

w en t on to say  th a t H aw thorne "is even a finer and  d eeper hum orist...than  

A dd ison  or G oldsm ith , or Irv ing ."2 U nfortunate ly , this critical p ra ise  fostered 

p rincipally  by  Longfellow  d id  no t serve to d istingu ish  H aw th o rn e  sufficiently 

to encourage book sales, and  this set the stage for a reevaluation  of 

H aw th o rn e  th a t w as to em phasize his "d ark  side" (w hich even  Longfellow  

acknow ledged) at the expense of his hum or.

C ritical focus on  the "d a rk  side" of H aw thorne seem s to have begun  w ith  

M elville 's fam ous review , "H aw th o rn e  and  his M osses." In his zealous 

fervor to d raw  a tten tion  to H aw tho rne  and  have his w ork  taken  seriously , he 

w as p e rh ap s  excessively effusive abou t the "dark  side" in these stories, and 

his suggestion  tha t H aw tho rne  em bodied  Puritan  traits w as a ra th e r tenuous 

conjecture w ith o u t substan tia l foundation . A ctually, a lth o u g h  M elville 's 

assertion  of Puritan ical gloom  in H aw th o rn e 's  character has had  the force of a 

factual sta tem en t, it w as p h rased  w ith  ra ther casual am bivalence:

W hether H aw tho rne  has sim ply  availed h im self of this 

m ystical blackness as a m eans to the w onderfu l effects he 

m akes it p roduce in his lights and  shades; or w h eth er there 

really  lu rks in him , p erhaps unknow n  to him self, a touch  of 

P uritan ical gloom ,— this, I cannot absolu tely  tell.3
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M elville w as an advocate  for a nascent A m erican literatu re , and  his 

assessm en t of H aw thorne m ust be taken in this context. H e saw  an 

o p p o rtu n ity , by ad d in g  a touch of m ystery  and  sensationalism , to have an 

A m erican  au tho r taken m ore seriously  by the public. In his a ttem p t to obvia te 

the p rev a len t repu ta tion  of H aw tho rne  as a "p leasan t w riter, w ith  a p leasan t 

sty le ,"  M elville unw itting ly  p rom oted  a narrow , one-d im ensional view  of 

the very  au th o r w hose rep u ta tio n  he w ished to enhance. A lthough it w as a 

m asterfu l public relations m ove and  certainly  con tribu ted  to the increasing  

reg ard  in w hich H aw tho rne  w as held, it has left us w ith  a flaw ed vision of 

w ho H aw tho rne  w as an d  a d isto rted , oversim plified  conception of his literary  

legacy.

Ironically , it w as H aw th o rn e 's  hum or w hich  d o m inated  M elville 's first 

im p ress io n :

W hat a m ild  m oon ligh t of con tem pla tive  h u m o r bathes tha t 

O ld M anse...N o rollicking rudeness, no gross fun fed on  fat 

d inners, and  bred  in the lees of w ine,—bu t a hu m o r so 

sp iritually  gentle, so high, so deep, and  yet so richly relishable, 

tha t it w ere hard ly  inapp rop ria te  in an  angel. It is the very  

relig ion of m irth .4

H av ing  m ade this acknow ledgm ent of the congenial and  com ic H aw thorne, 

how ever, M elville consigned  him  to oblivion, obscured  by the shadow  of the 

so m ew h at nefarious and  serious H aw thorne created  by his u n restra ined  

praise.

A snow ball of literary  op in ion  had  been set into m otion, and  there has 

been  little o r no resistance to the m om entum  since, w ith  the fervor of literary  

b lo o d h o u n d s, critics began  d red g in g  up  and  h igh ligh ting  even the m ost 

insign ifican t item s in H aw th o rn e 's  personal life tha t su p p o rted  the "g loom y



12

P uritan "  theory  w hile  ignoring  evidence tha t contradicted  it. The fate of 

H aw th o rn e 's  literary  repu ta tion  w as sealed, and  fu tu re  generations of readers 

w ere  sh ep h erd ed  into n arro w  and m islead ing  expectations. W hile the d ark  

side  w as m agnified  o u t of p roportion , the light and  hum orous side w as 

sh u n ted  into an  u n d ese rv ed  oblivion, and  an essential aspect of H aw th o rn e 's  

art w as lost.

As Jam es K. Folsom  has noted, the tragic aspect of H aw th o rn e 's  a rt has 

been  tho rough ly  exp lored  by num erous critics; "H aw thorne as a com ic w riter, 

how ever, has received som ew hat too little a tten tio n ."5 Folsom  quotes 

extensively  from  the tw o "haun ted  cham ber" le tters w hich H aw th o rn e  w rote 

to h is fu ture w ife (in O ctober of 1840 and  January  of 1842).6 The first of these is 

o ften  advanced  by  critics as evidence of H aw th o rn e 's  to rm ented  sp irit because 

it is a m elancholy  reflection on the years he sp en t w riting  in tha t room . 

Folsom  poin ts o u t th a t the second letter, obv iously  w ritten  in m ore ebu llien t 

sp irits, has been  genera lly  ignored. Both le tters rep resen t rom an tic izations of 

H aw th o rn e 's  early  w riting  days, the first po rtray ing  the suffering a rtis t and 

the second im ag in ing  the room  becom ing a literary  shrine for his fu tu re  

adm irers. As Folsom  notes, the tw o letters, so po larized  in a ttitude , m ay each 

rep resen t an aspect of H aw tho rne 's  character, and  the question of w hich 

shou ld  be given g reater credence cannot be answ ered  w ith  any  certain ty . H is 

w ritings them selves, how ever, seem  to p ro v id e  as m uch evidence of an 

exuberan t sp irit as of the disconsolate and  reclusive Puritan . A literary  

prejud ice that began  w ith  M elville 's extolling the "d ark  side" has obscured  

the evidence, and  a reconsideration  of H aw tho rne  from  an unb iased  

perspective  is long overdue.

H aw tho rne  h im self w as to som e degree  responsib le for the d is to rtion  in 

his repu ta tion . H e seem s to have been p rone  to exaggeration  concern ing  that
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in tensely  creative period  fo llow ing his g raduation  from  Bow doin w hen 

accord ing  to his ow n accounts he v irtually  im prisoned  him self in his attic 

room  to w rite. E dw in M iller, one of his recent b iographers, prefaces a 

q u o ta tio n  from  an  1837 le tter to Longfellow  w ith  the com m ent: "H aw th o rn e 's  

la ter rep u ta tio n  as a recluse w as largely attributab le to his ow n self­

d ram a tiza tio n s  in  w hich he oversta ted  his w ithd raw al from  society ."7 M iller 

fu rther po in ts  o u t that H aw tho rne  regularly  p layed  w h ist w ith  friends, that 

his sister E lizabeth  records m any  afternoon strolls (in d irect con trad iction  to 

H aw th o rn e 's  ow n assertion tha t he seldom  w ent ou t before dark) and  tha t he 

frequen tly  accom panied  his Uncle Sam uel on horse-buy ing  trips in M aine 

and  N ew  H am pshire . H e also indicates tha t m ost of the business on these 

trips w as conducted  in taverns, and  describes H aw thorne as "p referring  the 

com pany  of m iddle-class D em ocrats, alcoholics, p a rty  hacks, and  even a boozy 

fo rm er clergym an, all of w hom  he no do u b t m et in Salem 's d isrepu tab le  

ta v e rn s ."8 It is no t su rp ris ing  tha t this effervescent aspect of H aw th o rn e 's  

character w as suppressed . It w as not the kind of th ing  w hich  he w ou ld  w an t 

repo rted  back to his m other. N or w as it the im age he w ished  to project to the 

read ing  public.

D isclosing tha t H aw tho rne  on occasion frequented  taverns in no w ay 

im plies tha t he w as a roue. The inform ation  shou ld  serve only to counteract 

the false no tion  tha t he w as a som ber, solitary artiste, w riting  only  of gloom  

and  evil. It sh o u ld  hum anize  the im age that we have of H aw th o rn e  and 

leave his w ork  open  to b ro ad er in terpreta tion .

This m ore convivial p o rtra it of H aw thorne is reinforced by the fact that it 

conform s w ith  w h at is know n abou t his college years at Bow doin. U nlike his 

fellow  classm ate, H enry  W adsw orth  Longfellow, H aw tho rne  w as apparen tly  

fond of d rin k in g  and  cardplaying. M iller cites H aw th o rn e 's  close college
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friend, H oratio  Bridge, as one w ho saw  a conflict betw een  the artificial literary 

im age and  the H aw tho rne  he knew:

A fter the early  b iographers began to delineate  H aw th o rn e 's  life 

alm ost invariab ly  in grays and blacks and  readers em phasized  

the "hell-fired" aspects of his genius, Bridge p u t together his 

rem iniscences w ith  the in ten tion  of revealing  tha t there "w as 

m uch m ore of fun and  frolic in his d isposition  than  his 

pub lished  w ritings ind icate ."9 

M iller also notes that H aw tho rne  w as repeated ly  fined for his behavior at 

Bow doin: "$1.40 as a freshm an, $3.04 as a sophom ore, and  $5.91 as a junior."  

Longfellow , in contrast, "w as fined only once in four years, for tw enty  

cen ts ."10

T hough  he could scarcely be classified as an ex trovert d u rin g  his college 

years, H aw th o rn e  w as far from  being the reclusive P u ritan  tha t w as to becom e 

a p a r t of literary  lore. Perhaps the m ost objective assessm ent of his character 

a t this tim e is one from  a fellow stu d en t w hich is quo ted  by Miller:

H is voice w as never heard  in any sh o u t of m errim ent; b u t the 

silent beam ing sm ile w ould  testify to his keen apprec iation  of 

the scene, and  to his enjoym ent of the wit. H e w ou ld  sit for a 

w hole even ing  w ith  head gently inclined to one side, hearing  

every w ord , seeing every gesture, and  yet scarcely a w ord 

w ould  pass his lips.11 

T aking  in to  account all the inform ation  that is now  available, it w ou ld  appea r 

th a t H aw th o rn e  w as a relatively norm al teenager, tend ing  to be shy b u t not 

reclusive or antisocial. H e had  his m om ents of m elancholy, as does anyone, 

and  w as g iven to exaggeration, a tra it no t entirely  foreign to successful w riters 

of fiction.



If the reader approaches the fiction of H aw tho rne  w ith  the preconceived 

n o tion  that his dom ain  is the "dark  side" then  tha t is w hat he or she w ill find 

for it is ind ispu tab ly  there. If, how ever, the reader approaches u n ta in ted  by 

the in terp retive  p reconceptions that have been  bu ilt u p  by a cen tu ry  of 

calcified criticism , he or she w ill find a h u m an  landscape balanced betw een  

the com ic and  the tragic. H aw thorne w as above all an  observer of the hum an  

condition , and  his art w as to po rtray  w hat he saw  in all its am biguity  and  

irony  w ith o u t d irec t com m ent. In do ing  so, he recorded  m uch tha t w as comic.

Even in Fanshawe, H aw th o rn e 's  first p ub lished  effort, com ic elem en ts are 

read ily  identifiable. The story  is set in the environs of a sm all ru ra l college 

b earing  a strik ing  resem blance to Bow doin, and  H aw tho rne  m ust have 

sm iled  as he described H arley  College as being  nearly  as inaccessible as the 

H ap p y  Valley of A byssinia, at once show ing his e rud itio n  w ith  the allusion  to 

Dr. Johnson 's  Rasselas and  pok ing  fun a t his A lm a M ater. The sto ry  is a 

com bination  of rom ance, ad v en tu re  and  m ystery  w hich borders on  being  a 

p a ro d y  of college life. A brief review  of the p lo t reveals tha t H aw th o rn e 's  

sense of h u m o r w as at w ork  th roughou t.

The p resid en t of the college, Dr. M elm oth, is asked  by his old friend Mr. 

L angton to take in his e ighteen  year old d au g h te r w hile he rem ains o u t of the 

coun try  on business. Dr. M elm oth 's sh rew ish  wife agrees to the arrangem ent, 

a lthough  "by long d isuse, she had  lost the p ow er of consenting graciously  to 

any  w ish  of her h u sb a n d 's ."12 The beautifu l Ellen Langton com es to reside 

w ith  the M elm oths, and  a handsom e s tu d en t nam ed  E dw ard  W alcott soon 

becom es enam oured  of her. O ne day  w hile E dw ard  and  Ellen are ou t rid ing  

they  encoun ter ano ther rider w ho appears to be oblivious to w h at he is doing  

and  w here  he is going. W hen Ellen asks if the rider has lost his senses, Ed w ar 

replie sardonically:



'N o t so Ellen— if m uch learn ing  has not m ade h im  m ad. He is a 

deep  scholar and a noble fellow, bu t I fear w e shall follow  him  to 

h is grave, ere long. D octor M elm oth has sen t h im  to ride  in 

p u rsu it of his health . H e w ill never overtake it, how ever, at this 

pace.' (Ill, 346)

The rid er is, of course, Fanshaw e, the hero  of the novel, w ho in m odern  

term s w ou ld  be described  as the school nerd . W hen Ellen and  E dw ard  do him  

the favor of w ak ing  h im  from  his reverie before he ends u p  in the next 

county , he too is sm itten  by Ellen's beauty.

The th ree young  people becom e constan t com panions in w alks. Some 

m onths la ter w hile  w alk ing  by the local stream , they encoun ter a m ysterious 

fisherm an w ho seeks a p rivate  aud ience w ith  Ellen. W hatever the s tran g er 

im parts to her has a strange effect u p o n  her, b u t she reveals no th ing . O n the 

even ing  of the fo llow ing day, Dr. M elm oth is re tu rn ing  hom e in a d riv ing  

ra insto rm  w hen  he hears the sound  of song  and  revelry  com ing from  the 

inn. H e stops in th ink ing  to catch som e e rran t s tuden ts, and  there, of course, 

are E dw ard  and  Fanshaw e, obviously  sing ing  and  drinking , b u t H u g h  

C rom bie, the innkeeper, is readily  able to p ersuade  the credu lous Dr.

M elm oth tha t the boys w ere ju st seeking shelter from  the storm . H e cajoles 

h im  w ith  a sly p u n  and  excesssively solicitous m anner rep le te  w ith  ironic 

h u m o r:

'This has apparen tly  been a very  m erry  m eeting, young  

gen tlem en ,' he [Dr. M elm oth] a t length said; 'b u t I fear m y 

presence has cast a dam p on it.'

'O h , yes! your reverence's cloak is w et enough  to cast a dam p 

u p o n  any th ing ,' exclaim ed H u g h  Crom bie, assum ing  a look of 

tender anxiety. 'The young  gentlem en are affrighted  for your



valuable life. Fear deprives them  of u tterance; perm it m e to 

relieve you of these dangerous garm ents." (Ill, 390)

As H u g h  seeks to usher h im  on his w ay, the bum bling  Dr. M elm oth opens a 

doo r n o t to the outside, b u t to a bedroom  m uch to the d ism ay  of the 

in n k e ep er:

'N o t there, no t there, Doctor! It is D am e C rom bie 's 

bedcham ber,' shou ted  H ugh , m ost energetically . 'N ow  Belzebub 

defend  m e,' he m u tte red  to him self, perce iv ing  tha t his 

exclam ation h ad  been a m om ent too late. (Ill, 392)

Dr. M elm oth  finds h im self confron ting  an em barrassed  Ellen, abou t to set off 

on  a jou rney  w ithou t the know ledge of her guard ian . In this aw kw ard  

m om ent, how ever, her exp lanation  of her behavior is p o s tponed , and  Dr. 

M elm oth  takes her hom e.

A no ther com ical scene takes place as Mrs. M elm oth a ttem p ts to read  to 

h er h u sb an d  a new spaper account of the sinking of the sh ip  u p o n  w hich 

E llen 's father w as supposed  to have em barked. H e fails to listen to w h at she 

says and  responds to each sentence she reads by read ing  aloud  from  the 

scholarly  le tter w hich has his a tten tion . She finally is able to inform  him  of 

the d ea th  of his friend, and  she goes upsta irs  to break  the new s to Ellen. 

G lancing  at the m ail before him , Dr. M elm oth recognizes the h an d w ritin g  of 

Mr. Langton and  soon learns tha t he had  m issed the boat. H e runs after his 

w ife w ith  the follow ing com ical result:

H e had  arrived  at the top of his speed  and  a t the m idd le of the 

staircase, w hen  his case w as arrested by  the lady  w hom  he 

sought, w ho cam e, w ith  a velocity equal to his ow n, in an 

opposite  direction. The consequence w as a concussion betw een 

the two m eeting  m asses, by w hich M rs. M elm oth w as seated



securely  on the stairs; w hile the doctor w as only  p reserved  

from  p recip ita tion  to the bottom  by clinging desperate ly  to the 

balustrade. (Ill, 403-4)

O nce again  the couple fail to listen to each o th e r's  explanations causing  

fu rther com edy. Ellen is gone, and  w hen  Dr. M elm oth w onders  w h a t he is to 

tell her father, M rs. M elm oth exclaim s: "N ow , H eaven defend  us from  the 

visits of the dead  and  drow ned!" She continues: "This is a serious affair, 

doctor, bu t not, I trust, sufficient to raise a ghost" (III, 404).

It tu rn s ou t th a t Ellen has run  off w ith  the m ysterious ang ler w ho has 

convinced her th a t she can only save her father from  certain  dea th  by do ing  

as he says. H e, believ ing  that Langton is dead , hopes to trick her into m arry ing  

h im  so he can acquire her fortune. The sto ry  ends w ith  a lud icrous chase 

scene, w orthy  of the K eystone Cops, in w hich  the p u rsuers  in ad v erten tly  pass 

by the p u rsu ed . Fanshaw e, being the slow est of the p u rsuers  is ironically  the 

first to d iscover the  w hereabou ts of the couple. Follow ing a p a th  th ro u g h  the 

w oods he com es ou t u p o n  a cliff and  spots the villain below , th rea ten ing  

Ellen. H e th row s a rock and  gets the v illa in 's  w rathfu l a tten tion , but:

W ithin  a few feet of the top, the adven tu rer g rasped  a t a tw ig, 

too slenderly  rooted to su sta in  his w eight. It gave w ay in  his 

hand , and  he fell backw ard  do w n  the precipice. H is head  struck  

against the less perpend icu lar p a rt of the rock, w hence the body  

rolled  heavily  dow n to the de tached  fragm ent, of w hich  

m en tion  has heretofore been m ade. There w as no life left in 

him . W ith all the passions of hell alive in his heart, he had  m et 

the fate tha t he had  in tended  for Fanshaw e. (Ill, 451)

Ironically, F anshaw e has becom e the hero  he had  im agined b u t w ith o u t 

hav ing  taken  any  d irec t action. Ludicrously , he is a hero in in ten t only.
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The novel ends w ith  Fanshaw e unselfishly  and nobly  refusing  to press his 

ad v an tag e  w ith  the grateful Ellen. Instead  of m arry ing  the dam sel, he re tu rn s 

assiduously  to his scholarly pu rsu its  and , in spite of the w arn ings of his 

friends, s tud ies  him self to death . In light of H aw th o rn e 's  ow n  scholarly  

record, it is h a rd  to believe that he in tended  this to be taken seriously. H e has 

F anshaw e 's  fellow  stu d en ts  erect a g ran ite  m onum ent to h im  w ith  the 

inscrip tion: "THE ASHES OF A HARD STUDENT A ND A G OO D  

SCHOLAR"(III, 460). He states that the inscription w as borrow ed  from  the 

grave of N athan ie l M ather w hom  Fanshaw e resem bled because of his death  

by excessive study ing . M iller po in ts ou t that the actual inscrip tion  on 

M ather's  g rave reads: "A n A ged p e rso n /th a t had  seen b u t/N in e te e n  

W in te rs /in  the  W o rld ."13 In sp ite  of M iller's assertion to the contrary , it 

seem s un likely  tha t H aw tho rne  w as fam iliar w ith  the actual tom bstone since 

his quo te  bears little resem blance to the original. It seem s far m ore likely that 

he w as fam iliar w ith  N athaniel M ather being held up  as an  exam ple of w hat 

a y o ung  scholar shou ld  be, or p erh ap s  H aw tho rne 's  you th fu l p laym ates 

recoun ted  the sto ry  from  local lore as a w arn ing  of w hat too m uch s tudy ing  

can do to a boy. In either case, it seem s tha t H aw thorne 's  tone is sardonic 

th ro u g h o u t Fanshawe  and  in this instance particularly .

M iller, engag ing  in som e am ateu r psychoanalysis, suggests on ra ther 

tenuous ev idence tha t Fanshaw e w ith his "self-w illed d ea th "  rep resen ts a 

facet of H aw th o rn e 's  psyche that is som ehow  connected to the dea th  of his 

fa th e r .14 R ather than  place a ghost on the analyst's  couch, how ever, it w ould  

be m uch  m ore logical to accept the exp lanation  tha t H aw tho rne , w riting  to 

en terta in , w as pok ing  som e fun at college life in general and  in particu la r at 

the s tu d en ts  w ho had  been far m ore scholarly  than  him self. R unn ing  

th ro u g h o u t the story, there is a th read  of gentle rid icule tow ard  college life
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and  scholarly  p u rsu its  tha t is consistent w ith w hat one w ou ld  expect of a 

recent g rad u a te  w ho had  no t taken his stud ies too seriously.

It m ay even  have been H aw th o rn e 's  in tention to p a ro d y  the po p u la r 

rom ances of his tim e w hose form  and  elem ents he so scrup u lo u sly  em ulated . 

C onsidering  the exaggeration  of effects and  the o ther com ical elem ents of the 

story , it seem s quite likely tha t he d id  not in tend  it to be taken seriously. T hat 

it w as taken  seriously by som e devotees of the form  m ay actually  have been 

an  em barrassm en t to him . H e never w as to a ttem p t the form  again and  in fact 

w o u ld  speak  d isdain fu lly  of it. H aw th o rn e 's  in ten tions, how ever, m ust 

rem ain  a m atte r of conjecture, for there is no record of any  com m ent by him  

on the m atter. It is a fact, how ever, that, for w hatever reasons, he asked 

friends to destroy  copies of the w ork and endeavored  to supp ress any a ttem p t 

to connect his nam e to Fanshawe.

W hether or no t Fanshawe  w as indeed  a bu rlesque, it is an  

incon trovertib le  fact tha t h u m o r p layed  a decidedly  consp icuous role in 

H aw th o rn e 's  first pub lished  w ork. The com ical bum blings of Dr. M elm oth 

and  his sh rew ish  w ife w ith  their m isun d erstan d in g s and  p ratfa lls  seem  

m odelled  on Shakespeare 's com edy (the cross-purpose conversations betw een 

Ju lie t and  her nu rse  com e to m ind), and  Fanshaw e is a m ock-hero 

rem in iscen t of Don Q uixote in his idealism , in ep titu d e  and  pseudo-hero ics. 

C onsidering  w hat w e know  abou t H aw th o rn e 's  personality  from  biographical 

m ateria ls , Fanshawe m ay easily  be construed  as an  expression  of the sense of 

h u m o r of the real N athan iel H aw thorne.



CHAPTER 2

H A W TH O RN E SMILES SUBTLY

M uch of the h u m o r found  in H aw tho rne  elicits m erely  a sm ile from  the 

read e r and  that only  u p o n  reflection. It is a subtle b u t fundam en ta l h u m o r 

based  on  a percep tion  of am biguity , irony or incongru ity  and  m ay easily  elude 

the unsuspecting  reader. This elusiveness , how ever, shou ld  no t be taken  as a 

w eakness bu t ra ther as a p a rt of his art—there to be enjoyed or ignored  as the 

read e r desires. It is a facet of H aw tho rne 's  h u m o r tha t m erely  am uses, tha t 

m akes no  com m ent, o ther than  the triv iality  of the w orld , and  tha t m akes no 

g rea t dem an d  u p o n  the reader. It is, as Folsom  has suggested , an in tegral part 

of H aw th o rn e 's  view  of reality .1

A parad ig m  of this sub tle  hu m o r m ay be seen in "The M in ister's  Black 

Veil" (1836), a story  w hich  is conventionally  in terp re ted  as hav ing  

m alevo len t overtones. O ne has only to exam ine the absu rd ity  of the p rem ise 

on w hich  the sto ry  is based , how ever, to expose the h um orous und erto n es  

w hich  p erv ad e  the story. The R everend Mr. H ooper, an  adm ired  and  

successful m inister, astonishes his congregation by d o n n in g  a black veil for 

no ap p a re n t reason and  w ith o u t explanation. Just as M ichael Jackson attracts 

a tten tion  by  inexplicably w earing  a single glove, H ooper creates a sensation  

an d  d raw s atten tion  to h im self by w earing  the m yste rious veil. R um ors 

sp rin g  u p  everyw here  in a ttem p ts  to explain the o d d  behav io r and  som e even
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suggest tha t the m in ister has gone m ad. Yet, in sp ite  of all this curiosity , no 

one in his flabbergasted  congregation is able to sum m on the courage to 

inqu ire  w hy he is w earing  the veil. Finally, Elizabeth, his fiancee, confronts 

h im  w ith  the rum ors  and  he responds elusively:

H e even  sm iled  again— that sam e sad sm ile, w hich alw ays 

ap p ea red  like a faint g lim m ering  of light, p roceed ing  from  the 

obscurity  benea th  the veil.

"If I h ide  m y face for sorrow , there is cause enough ,"  he 

m erely  replied; "and  if I cover it for secret sin, w h a t m ortal 

m igh t no t do the sam e?"2 

The R everend H ooper m ain tains the am bigu ity  and  incongru ity  of his 

situa tion , and  w hile  the veil is horrific, even E lizabeth falling victim  to its 

te rro rs , it is at once lud icrous. In refusing to disclose his m otivation  for 

w earing  the veil, H ooper is keeping everyone in suspense  inc lud ing  the 

read e r and  p lay ing  a k ind of perverse joke. O ther than  m adness, w h a t 

possib le  rational exp lanation  can there be for his bizarre, self-destructive 

behavior? A t the  price of intim acy w ith  his fellow  h u m an  beings, H ooper 

gains a trem endous p ow er over the people, a pow er tha t is derived  from  the 

lack of certain ty  ab o u t w hy  he w ears this silly veil. H e adm its as m uch  on his 

deathbed:

"W hy do  you trem ble at m e alone?" cried  he, tu rn in g  his veiled 

face ro u n d  the circle of pale spectators. "Trem ble also at each 

other! H ave m en avoided me, and  w om en show n no p ity , and  

ch ild ren  scream ed and fled, only for m y black veil? W hat, bu t 

the m ystery  w hich it obscurely typifies, has m ade this piece of 

crape so aw ful? W hen the friend  show s his inm ost h ea rt to his 

friend; the lover to his best-beloved; w hen  m an does no t vainly



sh rin k  from  the eye of his C reator, loathsom ely trea su rin g  up  

the secret of his sin; then deem  me a m onster, for the sym bol 

benea th  w hich  I have lived, and  die! I look a ro u n d  m e, and , lo! 

on every  visage a Black Veil!" (383-4)

It is no w onder tha t R everend Mr. H ooper goes to the grave "w ith  a faint 

lingering  sm ile on  the lips." (384) W ith a clever ruse, he had  ca tap u lted  his 

career from  m ediocrity  to celebrity. The h u m o r com es not only  a t the expense 

of the congregation , b u t also of H ooper h im self w ho has d e lu d ed  him self into 

sacrificing so m uch for so little gain. O ne w ou ld  th ink that he could  have 

m ade his p o in t w ith  a serm on  of u n d er an hou r contain ing  a single well- 

w ro u g h t parable.

A no ther tale w ith  tragic overtones b u t h u m o ro u s u n d erto n es  g ro u n d ed  

in a g ro tesque irony is "The A m bitious G uest" (1835). It is the sto ry  of a young  

m an  w ho h ap p en s  to sp en d  a n igh t at a cottage in a m oun ta in  location p rone 

to landslides. In the course of a convivial even ing  spen t w ith  the fam ily, he 

reveals to them  his b u rn in g  am bition to be fam ous. They laugh  good- 

n a tu red ly  at his d e term ina tion  as he expresses the unbearab le  n o tion  that, 

w ere he to pass aw ay at tha t m om ent, his am bition  w ou ld  be unfu lfilled  as he 

h ad  as yet accom plished  no th ing  and  w ou ld  rem ain  unknow n. "W ith  quick 

sensibility  of the lud icrous,"  (302) the young  m an recognizes h is foolishness 

w ith  a s ta tem en t tha t ironically fo reshadow s the tragi-com ic en d in g  of the 

story:

'Y ou laugh  at m e,' said he, taking the eldest d a u g h te r 's  hand , 

an d  lau g h in g  at him self. 'You th ink  m y am bition  as nonsensical 

as if I w ere to freeze m yself on th  top of M ount W ashington , 

on ly  tha t people m ight spy  at m e from  the coun try  ro undabou t. 

A nd tru ly , tha t w ould  be a noble pedesta l for a m an 's  s ta tue .'



24

(302)

The conversation  is b izarrely  in te rru p ted  by one of the ch ild ren  w ho 

suggests tha t they shou ld  all abandon  the w arm th  of the cottage to go d rink  

from  the basin  of the Flum e, a brook  deep  in the notch. They all laugh  a t this 

odd  suggestion , and  a t tha t m om ent, a w agon is heard  to pau se  ou tside  

con tain ing  several m en singing an d  laughing . The d au g h te r insists tha t they 

are calling the father by  nam e. H e doub ts  this, and  by the tim e he gets to the 

door they can be heard  driv ing  off still singing  and laughing. The boy p ipes 

up  tha t they could  have gotten  a ride to the Flum e, and everyone laughs once 

again a t his ab su rd  suggestion  for a n igh ttim e ram ble in the cold.

The conversation  tu rn s tow ard  death , and  the g ran d m o th er takes the 

o p p o rtu n ity  to express her w ish to be buried  in a particu lar bonnet and, 

b izarrely , to have a m irro r held  up  to the face of her corpse so she can see that 

it is p ro p erly  a rranged  and  thus rest easy. H er m orbid  request p ro m p ts  the 

s tran g er-y o u th  to "w o n d er how  m ariners feel , w hen  the sh ip  is sink ing , and 

they, u n k n o w n  and  und istingu ished , are to be buried  together in the 

ocean— that w ide  and  nam eless sepulchre!" (306) Ironically, in the next 

m om ent a d ead ly  slide roars dow n the m ountain:

The victim s rushed  from their cottage, and  so u g h t refuge in 

w h at they  deem ed a safer spo t—̂ where, in con tem pla tion  of 

such an em ergency, a sort of barrie r had  been reared . Alas! they 

h ad  qu itted  their security, and  fled right into the pa th w ay  of 

destruction . Down cam e the w hole side of the m oun ta in , in a 

cataract of ruin. Just before it reached the house, the stream  

broke into tw o branches— shivered  no t a w in d o w  there, b u t 

overw helm ed  every th ing  in its d readfu l course. Long ere the 

th u n d e r of that g reat Slide had  ceased to roar am ong  the



m ountains, the m ortal agony had  been en d u red , and  the 

victim s w ere at peace. Their bodies w ere never found. (306)

The tragedy  of the Slide is so heaped  w ith  irony, incongru ity  and  

am bigu ity  tha t it becom es hum orous in a m orbid  sort of w ay. The victim s, 

th ink ing  they  are sav ing  them selves, in fact have done ju st the opposite . The 

am bitious g u est's  w orst fear is realized, for his presence is sm o thered  in the 

am bigu ity  of incertitude  w hile the fam ily w ith  w hom  he perishes achieves 

legendary  fame: "W ho has not heard  their nam e? The story  had  been  told far 

and  w ide, and  w ill forever be a legend of these m ountains. Poets have sung  

their fate." (306) In a curiously  am biguous m anner, how ever, he does achieve 

a k ind of anonym ous fam e like the U nknow n Soldier, for the legend 

su rro u n d in g  the Slide includes the ru m o r tha t there may  have been  a 

s tranger n u m b ered  am ong  the casualties. Since the bodies w ere never 

recovered , no  one w ill ever know .

W hile the sto ry  is tinged w ith  a vague h in t of sadness an d  a sense of 

im pend ing  doom  hangs over it, there  is also a fabric of vivacity  and  good 

hu m o r tha t runs th ro u g h  it. It is pu n c tu a ted  w ith  laughter, and  the tragic and 

the comic are in term ing led  in a strangely  satisfy ing sort of w ay  tha t allow s the 

reader to bo th  grieve for and  sm ile at the am bitious guest and  his ironic fate. 

In a sub tle  fashion, the story em bodies a k ind  of black humor, a concept that 

will receive ex tensive trea tm en t in C h ap te r 5.

As Jam es K. Folsom  points out, one of H aw th o rn e 's  favorite sub tle  uses 

of hum or is to m ake a s ituation  so lud icrous tha t the reader is forced to 

recognize the erroneous perception  of it by  the character invo lved .3 The 

exam ple he cites is from  "Egotism ; or, the Bosom -Serpent" (1843) w hen  

H erk im er first encoun ters  R oderick w ho supposes h im self to be stricken  w ith 

a serpen t in his breast. H erkim er is shocked by the condition  of his friend:



"Elliston! Roderick!" cried he, "I had heard  of this; b u t m y 

conception cam e far sho rt of the truth. W hat has befallen  you? 

W hy do I find you thus?"

"O h, 'tis a m ere nothing! A snake! A snake! The com m onest 

th ing  in the w orld . A snake in the bosom — th a t's  all," answ ered  

R oderick Elliston. (782)4 

Folsom  in terp re ts  the situa tion  as being  in ten tionally  absu rd ly  ou trageous: 

This passage cannot be read seriously; anyone w ho th inks it is 

solem n need only read it a loud to have his d oub ts  instan tly  

d ispelled . The passage is an obvious take-off on the stilted  

d ia logue of the m elodram a, the "I have you  now , m y d ark  

beauty!" type of th ing  la ter so com m on in the cheap  thrillers.

But w hy  w ould  F law thorne ru in  a d ram atic  m om ent such  as 

this for the sake of a ra th e r pa ltry  joke? The answ er I th ink  lies 

in the fact tha t the sym bol of the snake in the bosom  is so 

lud icrous in itself tha t it w ou ld  be fatal to trea t it seriously .5 

Folsom  goes on to contend (I th ink  correctly) tha t H aw tho rne  has 

in ten tionally  based  the story  on a rid icu lous prem ise in o rd e r to hum orously  

p o rtray  the detrim en tal effects of egotism . H e argues that by  using  this 

com ical approach , H aw thorne has sh rew dly  avoided "the pitfall of pom posity  

to w hich  all such  tales are inheren tly  subject, to m ake a com m onplace po in t 

in an u n co n v en tio n a l m an n er."6

O ne of the m ore obvious instances of H aw tho rne 's  use of sub tle  hu m o r to 

trea t a serious subject is "Dr. H eidegger's  Experim ent" (1837). W hile this is 

certain ly  a serious tale, the concept for the story  seem s like som eth ing  stra igh t 

ou t of a T hree Stooges movie. Dr. H eidegger, the m ysterious, som ew hat 

sin ister scientist, uses four of his friends as subjects for an  experim en t to



d eterm ine  the side effects of d rink ing  from  the Fountain  of Youth. Fie 

w onders  w hether they w ill be able to use the experience they have gained  in 

g row ing  old  to hand le  a second chance at you th  w ith  m ore m aturity .

The first results of the elixir are ra ther com ical as it p roduces an 

intoxicating effect on the subjects. Mr. G ascoigne begins babbling  about 

political subjects:

...but w hether relating to the past, present, or fu ture, could  not 

easily  be determ ined , since the sam e ideas and  phrases have 

been in vogue these fifty years. N ow  he rattled  forth full- 

th roa ted  sentences abou t patrio tism , national g lory and  the 

peop le 's  right... (476)

C olonel K illegrew  m eanw hile is:

tro lling  forth a jolly bottle  song, and  ringing  his glass in 

sym phony  w ith  the chorus, w hile his eyes w an d ered  tow ards the 

buxom  figure of the W idow  W ycherly. (476)

Mr. M edbourne  becom es preoccupied  w ith  a fantastic get rich quick schem e 

"for su p p ly in g  the East Indies w ith  ice, by harnessing  a team  of w hales to the 

po lar icebergs." (476) The W idow  W ycherly gazes at the m irror:

curtsey ing  and sim pering  to her ow n im age, and  g reeting  it as 

the friend  w hom  she loved better than  all the w orld  beside. She 

th ru s t her face close to the glass, to see w hether som e long- 

rem em bered  w rinkle or crow 's-foot had indeed  van ished . (476) 

A fter the second glass, they are reduced  in age to teenagers, and  they begin 

laugh ing  loud ly  an d  m aking fun of each o ther for their dress. Ironically, 

how ever, the m irro r is said to reflect "the  figures of the three old, gray, 

w ithered  g rand-sires, rid iculously  con tend ing  for the sk inny  ugliness of a 

sh rivelled  g rand -dam ."  (478) They s ta rt dancing  joyfully a ro u n d  the room ,
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bu t the conviv iality  soon degenerates into a brawl:

Inflam ed to m adness by the coquetry  of the girl-w idow , w ho 

ne ither g ran ted  nor quite  w ithhe ld  her favors, the th ree rivals 

began  to in terchange th rea ten ing  glances. Still keeping  hold  of 

the fair prize, they g rapp led  fiercely at one an o th er 's  throats. As 

they strugg led  to and  fro, the table w as overtu rned , and  the vase 

dashed  into a thousand  fragm ents. (478)

Their lud icrous behav ior has ironically caused  the destruc tion  of the elixir 

w hich is its source. Like Larry, Moe and C urly, they have m anaged  to m ess up 

a good thing.

Dr. H eidegger recognizes, from observ ing  this com edic ep isode, the futility 

of re tu rn in g  to you th . H is four subjects, how ever, fail to p ro fit from  the 

experience, and , ironically, the story  ends w ith  them  p lan n in g  to travel to 

F lorida w here  they hope to d rink  con tinuously  from  the Foun ta in  of Youth. 

W hile the sto ry  is open  to in terpreta tion  on a variety  of levels, its essence is 

com edic— three old m en engaging  in a you th fu l braw l over an  old lady, all 

u n d e r the de lu sion  th a t they have som ehow  been re tu rn ed  to you th . The 

good d octo r's  experim ent teeters precariously  on the b rink  of being  a p rank, 

and  w e can h ard ly  avoid  sm iling at the foolishness of the w illing  victim s.

The trea tm en t of a serious them e or them es in a sto ry  w ith  pervasive 

com ic und erto n es  is a frequent occurrence in the tales and  sketches of 

H aw thorne. "The G reat C arbuncle" (1837) is the story of a g ro u p  of people 

d riven  by greed  to seek a m ythical gem  that is said to be seen sh in ing  in the 

W hite M ountains. Their avarice and  the futility of their quest is lud icrous as, 

for exam ple, in the case of Ichabod P igsnort, the hum orously  b u t ap tly  nam ed 

w ealthy  m erchan t, w ho after giving up  the search w as k id n ap p ed  by Ind ians 

and  held  for ransom  in C anada leading  to his financial ruin. Each of the



pilg rim s m eets a sim ilar am using ly  ironic fate.

H ennig  C ohen  even m akes a case for the presence of sub tle  h u m o r in 

"The H ollow  of the Three Hills," a tale of betrayal, w itchcraft and  destruction . 

He con tends tha t the "presence of the com ic w here we do no t expect to find it 

m akes it m ore po ten t than  it w ou ld  o therw ise  be, and H aw tho rne , w ith  a 

light touch  can achieve a forceful effect."7 The a rgum en t is sim ilar to tha t 

posed  by Folsom  above.

C ohen po in ts  ou t tha t there is a com ic fram e su rro u n d in g  the tragic story 

of the m other w ho  has abandoned  her fam ily and  consorts w ith  a w itch  to 

learn the ir tragic fate:

The first and  the last w ords are those of the w itch. She in itiates 

the dialogue: " 'H ere  is ou r p leasan t m eeting com e to pass,' said 

the old crone...." A nd, as the lady, overcom e by the dream - 

v isions "lifted not her head ,"  the old w om an  p ronounces  the 

final w ords: '"H ere  has been a sw eet ho u r's  sport!' said  the 

w ithered  crone, chuckling  to herself"— H aw th o rn e  for once 

sp arin g  us the dam pen ing  effect of a m oral.8 

C ohen m igh t have ad d ed  that as the old hag  spoke at the beg inn ing  "a sm ile 

g lim m ered  on  her countenance, like lam pligh t on the w all of a sepu lch re ."  

(7)This frolicsom e tone of the old w itch is "slight com edy indeed" as C ohen 

adm its, b u t the p o in t is well taken that hum or, how ever slight, is being  

placed in co u n te rp o in t to sadness.4 H um or for H aw thorne is essential to a 

vision of reality .

In ad d itio n  to those tales already discussed , m any o thers m ay be seen to 

have h u m o ro u s  un d erto n es. In the Legends o f  the Province-House  series, for 

exam ple, "H o w e 's  M asquerade" (1838) and  "L ady E leanore's M antle" (1838) 

both  recoun t su p p o sed ly  historical incidents tha t are sub tly  h u m o ro u s  in a



sin ister so rt of w ay, both  d ep end ing  on irony for their effect. In contrast, "The 

Snow -Im age" (1850), one of H aw th o rn e 's  late stories, is a ligh t-hearted  look at 

a practical m an w ho fails to recognize the m agic that his ch ild ren  have 

perfo rm ed  in creating  a living snow -girl and  precip ita tes her destruc tion  by 

insisting  on  her com ing in by the fire. W hile it is sad tha t the ch ild ren  have 

lost their p laym ate , it is laughable w hen  the father finds the little girl replaced 

by a p u d d le  and  still, in his practicality, fails to see the significance.

S tory after sto ry  can be found to have this elem ental h u m o r w hich  elicits, 

if no t o u trig h t laugh ter, at least a gentle smile. It is as if H aw tho rne  is 

constan tly  sm iling  and  w ink ing  a t the reader, rem ind ing  tha t a rt like life 

shou ld  no t be taken  overly seriously. It is this subtle hum or, veiled in irony 

and  am bigu ity , tha t anchors the w riting  in reality, for if the com ic elem en t is 

d isreg ard ed  the w riting  loses tex ture and  becom es one-dim ensional. If w e fail 

to sm ile at Mr. H ooper's  idiosyncrasy, at the folly of Dr. H eidegger's  subjects, 

at the ironic fate of the am bitious guest, w e fail to grasp  an  essential aspect of 

H aw th o rn e 's  vision. Indeed, the H aw tho rne  sto ry  devoid  of any  vestige of 

hum or, if one can be found, m ust in fact be v iew ed as an anom aly.



CHAPTER 3

H A W TH O R N E SM ILES AT HIM SELF

O ne of the m ost frequen t targets for H aw tho rne 's  h um or w as him self, for 

like m ost m en of genius, he had  the s treng th  of self-esteem  w hich  perm itted  

h im  to n o t take him self too seriously. This ability to laugh or sm ile at him self 

began  in h is y o u th  and  is ev idenced  in m any of the tales and  sketches. 

Som etim es he pokes fun a t h im self as the first person  n a rra to r of a piece as in 

"Passages from  a R elinquished W ork" w here the n a rra to r is a persona 

dev ised  by  H aw th o rn e  as a th in ly  d isgu ised  version of him self. In "Little 

A nn ie 's  R am ble," the travelogues, "M y Visit to N iagara"  and  "Sketches from 

M em ory ," and  the d iary-like "Foot-P rin ts on the Sea-Shore" and  "M onsieur 

d u  M iroir," the very  personal tone suggests tha t w e m ay identify  the first 

p e rso n  n a rra to rs  w ith  H aw tho rne  him self. In "The D evil in M anuscrip t,"  

how ever, H aw th o rn e  is m ore closely identified  w ith  the exasperated  au thor 

O beron  than  w ith  the narra to r, and  in the p ro logue to "R appaccin i's  

D augh ter,"  w e have H aw tho rne  satiriz ing  him self as the p u rp o rte d  French 

au tho r. In all of these pieces, the com m on thread  is tha t the self-directed 

jesting is p layfu l and  ligh t-hearted , and its subtlety  suggests H aw thorne 

sm iling  g ood -hum ored ly  and  w ink ing  know ingly  at h is reader.

H aw th o rn e 's  com ic sense of h im self w as no t som eth ing  w hich  developed  

over his lite rary  career. As M iller po in ts out, w riting  of the Spectator  , the 

n ew sp ap er w hich  H aw tho rne  pub lished  as an  adolescent, this n a tu ra l facility
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for self-deprecation  w as p resen t even  in his youth:

Two things are im m ediately  strik ing  abou t the new spaper: the 

w it and  style. N athan iel revealed a sense of com edy, even  an 

ability  to poke fun a t h im self at the age of sixteen w hen  m ost 

you ths, inc lud ing  N athan iel m uch  of the tim e, view  

them selves w ith  tiresom e seriousness.1 

A single sentence from  the young  H aw th o rn e 's  "P rospectus" for his 

pub lica tion  illustrates the ironic tone w ith  w hich, even at this early  age, he 

w as capable of po rtray ing  him self and  his effort:

A lthough  w e w ou ld  no t insinuate  that in com m encing  this 

Publication w e are gu ided  solely by disin terested  m otives, yet 

the considera tion  tha t w e m ay reform  the m orals, and  instruct 

and  am use the m inds of ou r Readers, tha t w e m ay advance the 

cause of Religion, and  give to tru th  and justice a w ider sw ay, 

has been of the g reatest w eigh t w ith  us.2 

A lready  capable of u tiliz ing the ed ito rial we, he has ra ther deftly  satirized  

b o th  h im self and  publications of the tim e w ith  w hich he m ust have had  

som e fam iliarity .

In "Passages from  a R elinquished W ork" (1834) w hich w as orig inally  

pro jected  as a set of fram ed tales to be called "The Story Teller," H aw thorne 

dev ised  a n a rra to r w ho seem s to be a th in ly  d isguised  version  of him self. The 

Story Teller is an  o rphan , d ep en d e n t on  his guard ian , the h u m orously  

nam ed  P arson  T hum pcush ion , w ho w ou ld  have p referred  to see him  adop t 

som e p ractical profession; in a sim ilar fashion, H aw tho rne  h ad  been 

com pelled  by circum stances to live off the generosity  of his m o th er 's  family, 

the M annings. O perating  a stagecoach business, the fam ily w as h ead ed  by his 

U ncle R obert w ho felt that his investm en t in a Bow doin educa tion  for his
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nephew  shou ld  p ro d u ce  practical fruits. M ocking him self, H aw th o rn e  has the 

Story Teller say tha t his chosen profession "w as no t half so foolish as if I had  

w ritten  rom ances, instead  of reciting them " (176). H e flaunts the eccentricity  

and  you th fu l conceit of the Story Teller, p layfu lly  pok ing  fun  at his ow n  

in d ep en d en t n a tu re , as he has him  w rite  boastfully:

I do  no t over-estim ate m y notoriety , w hen I take it for g ran ted , 

tha t m any of m y readers m ust have heard  of me, in the w ild  w ay 

of life w hich I adopted . (176)

A nother h u m o ro u s  instance occurs w hen  H aw tho rne  has the S tory te lle r 

apologize for the coldness of his tales:

Since I shall never feel the w arm  gush  of new  though t, as I d id  

then , le t m e beseech the reader to believe, tha t m y tales w ere  not 

alw ays so cold as he m ay find them  now . (177)

The h um or here, of course, lies in the fact tha t the stories cannot have  

changed  from  w arm  to cold. The sta tem en t im plies hum orously  th a t the flaw 

m u st lie in the percep tion  of the reader w ho finds the tales cold. It is en tirely  

possib le tha t H aw th o rn e  is here rid icu ling  som e actual criticism  th a t he 

received concern ing  his ow n tales.

As the S tory te ller sets ou t from his hom e, he rom antically  an d  com ically 

com pares h im self to C ervan tes ' w andering  hero:

N atu ra lly  enough, I though t of D on Q uixote. Recollecting how  

the kn igh t and  Sancho had w atched  for auguries, w h en  they 

took the road  to Toboso, I began betw een jest and  earnest, to feel 

a sim ilar anxiety. It w as gratified , and  by a m ore poetical 

phen o m en o n  than the b ray ing  of the d ap p led  ass, or the neigh of 

R osinante. The sun, then ju st above the horizon , shone  faintly  

th ro u g h  the fog, and  form ed a species of rainbow  in the w est,
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bestrid ing  m y in tended  road like a gigantic portal. (178-9)

The S toryteller is here  either deliberately  m ak ing  fun of his p re ten tiousness 

or, as seem s m ore likely from  the apparen tly  serious tone, is laughably  

u n aw are  tha t he is com paring  him self to a com ic figure. H aw tho rne  w as 

certain ly  aw are  of the comic n a tu re  of D on Q uixote and  u n doub ted ly  

in ten d ed  the passage to m ock his ow n y o u th fu l rom anticism  at the beg inn ing  

of his w riting  career.

The S toryteller seem s full of you thfu l p re ten tiousness as he receives a 

le tte r from  P arson  T hum pcush ion :

I s tro d e  tw ice across the cham ber, then  held  the letter in the 

flam e of the candle, and  beheld  it consum e, un read . It is fixed in 

m y m ind , and  w as so at the time, tha t he had  addressed  m e in a 

sty le of p a te rn a l w isdom , and  love, an d  reconciliation, w h ich  I 

could  no t have resisted, had  I b u t risked  the trial. The th o u g h t 

still h au n ts  me, tha t then I m ade m y irrevocable choice betw een  

good and  evil fate. (187)

The sheer b rav ad o  of this action, coupled w ith  the air of regret in its 

recounting , create a sub tle  com ic tension betw een  w h at w as and w h a t m igh t 

have been. O nce again , the incident seem s to parallel the tension tha t existed 

b e tw een  H aw tho rne  an d  his Uncle Robert th ough  it reflects no specific 

inc iden t tha t is know n of. U nfortunate ly , w e w ill never know  how  far or in 

w h a t d irection  H aw th o rn e  w ould  have taken his alter ego for the project w as 

te rm inated  at this po in t.

In "Little A nn ie 's  R am ble" (1835) H aw tho rne  is h im self the absent- 

m in d ed  host w ho  bem used ly  forgets to tell A nn ie 's  m other that he is tak ing  

her to the circus. The physical descrip tion  of the pa ir m akes fun of his ow n 

appearance  in stark  con trast to that of the little girl:



W hat a strange couple to go their ram bles together! O ne w alks in 

black attire, w ith  a m easured  step, and  a heavy  brow , and  his 

thoughtfu l eyes ben t dow n, w hile the gay little girl trips lightly 

along, as if she w ere forced to keep hold  of m y h and , lest her feet 

shou ld  dance aw ay from  the earth . (228)

H av ing  m ocked his som ber appearance, he am eliorates it w ith  the follow ing 

co m m en t:

If I p ride  m yself on anyth ing , it is because I have a sm ile that 

children love; and, on the o ther hand , there are few grow n  

ladies that could  entice m e from  the side  of little A nnie; for I 

delight to let m y m ind go hand  in h an d  w ith  the m ind  of a 

sinless child. So, come, A nnie; bu t if I m oralize as w e go, do not 

listen to me; only  look abou t you, and  be m erry! (228)

H av ing  th u s  gently  rid icu led  his tendency  to m oralize in his stories, he 

m oves into a ligh t-hearted  d iscrip tion  of their ram ble th ro u g h  tow n, 

perce iv ing  every th ing  from  the w him sical perspective of a child . Finally, they 

arrive  at the circus g rounds, and  as they w alk am ong the an im als ,

H aw th o rn e  m akes such am using  rem arks as the following:

H ere w e see the very  sam e w olf—do no t go n ear h im ,

A nnie!— the self-sam e w olf tha t d ev o u red  Little Red R iding 

H ood and  her g randm other. (232)

S uddenly , the delightfu l ad ven tu re  is in te rrup ted  by the bell and  voice of the 

tow n  crier, shou ting  ou t a descrip tion  of a m issing little girl, and  H aw thorne 

is im m ediately  struck  by the irony of the situation:

Stop, stop, tow n crier! The lost is found. O h, m y p re tty  Annie, 

w e forgot to tell your m other of ou r ram ble, and  she is in 

despair, and  has sen t the tow n crier to bellow  up  and  dow n the



streets, affrighting old and  young, for the loss of a little girl w ho 

has no t once let go m y hand! Well, let us hasten  hom ew ard ; and  

as w e go, forget no t to thank  heaven, m y A nnie, tha t after 

w andering  a little w ay in to  the w orld , you  m ay re tu rn  at the first 

sum m ons, w ith  an  u n ta in ted  and  unw earied  heart, and  be a 

hap p y  child again. But I have gone to far astray  for the tow n crier 

to call m e back. (234)

The sto ry  en d s w ith  A nnie re tu rn ed  to her m other, and  H aw tho rne  

rh ap so d iz in g  abou t the joys of childhood. In its celebration of childhood it is 

one of the best exam ples of H aw th o rn e 's  quiet hum or.

Several of H aw th o rn e 's  m ost self-deprecating pieces take the form  of 

travelogues, essays about tou ris t attractions in the N orth east such  as N iagara 

Falls, the Erie C anal or N ew  H am p sh ire 's  W hite M ountains. H aw th o rn e  w as 

w idely  traveled  there, and  the accounts appear to be based  on actual incidents, 

p e rh ap s  co lored  (in ten tionally  or o therw ise) by his im agination . The 

experiences described, how ever lud icrous they m ay be, have the ring of 

au then tic ity , and  it seem s the m ost com fortable to accept them  as real, if no t 

in fact, then  in spirit.

H aw th o rn e  frequently  po rtray s  h im self as ra th e r foolish in these travel 

journals. They seem  to satirize  the cu rren t vogue of tha t type of w riting  

w hile, at the sam e time, p layfu lly  deflating  the n a rra to r 's  ow n ego. In "M y 

Visit to N iagara" (1835), for instance, H aw thorne describes b o th  his reluctance 

to ap p ea r too eager to see the m arvel and  his ensu ing  b efudd lem en t at how  to 

feel w hen  the actual sigh t of the Falls d isappo in ts his bu ilt up  expectations:

But I had  com e th ither, hau n ted  w ith  a vision of foam  and  fury, 

and  d izzy cliffs, and  an ocean tum bling  do w n  ou t of the sky— a 

scene, in short, w hich  N atu re  had  too m uch good taste and



calm  sim plicity  to realize. My m ind  had  strugg led  to adap t 

these false conceptions to the reality, and  finding  the effort 

vain, a w retched  sense of d isappo in tm en t w eighed  me dow n. I 

clim bed the precipice, and  th rew  m yself on the ea rth — feeling 

tha t I w as u n w orthy  to look at the G reat Falls, and  careless 

abou t beho ld ing  them  again. (245-7)

H aw th o rn e  is here m ocking bo th  his ow n lud icrous p reoccupation  w ith  his 

feelings and  paro d y in g  the exaggerated  aw e w ith  w hich  the Falls had  been 

pub lic ized  in travel literature. W ho can fail to sm ile a t this p ic tu re  of the 

em in en t au th o r th row ing  him self on the g round  in a fit of d esp a ir over his 

failure to apprec iate  the view  of N iagara Falls? Fortunately , after m uch 

con tem pla tion , he does com e to enjoy it, bu t "w ill no t p re ten d  to the all 

abso rb ing  en thusiasm  of som e m ore fo rtunate  specta tors, no r deny , tha t very 

trifling  causes w ou ld  d raw  m y eyes an d  thoughts from  the cataract" (247).

O ne can only  im agine w h a t a p red icam en t the G rand  C anyon  w ou ld  have 

posed  for H aw thorne.

In yet ano ther travelogue, "Sketches from  M em ory" (1835), H aw tho rne  

describes h im self in a series of lud icrous situations w hile experiencing  travel 

in a boat on the Erie Canal. H e recounts w ith  am usem en t an  inciden t in 

w hich  a p reoccup ied  V irginia schoolm aster fails to heed  the he lm sm an 's  

w arn in g  of an  upcom ing bridge. H aw tho rne  describes how , in his ow n 

inep titude , he "had  p rostra ted  m yself, like a pagan  before his idol, bu t heard  

the d u ll leaden  sound  of the contact, and  fully expected to see the  treasures of 

the poo r m an 's  cran ium  scattered  abou t the deck" (347). H aw tho rne  has 

su ffered  a b low  to his d ignity , and  the schoolm aster has received a w hack in 

the head  for h is preoccupation . Since neither w as perm an en tly  disabled , the 

inc iden t is funny.



Later a t the d inner table H aw tho rne  noticed an E nglishm an tak ing  notes, 

p robab ly  for a travel book, and  him self becam e lost in im agining, som ew hat 

p resu m p tu o u sly , w hat sarcastic appraisa ls the E nglishm an could  be m aking  

of everyone:

In this m anner, I w en t th rough  all the cabin, h itting  everybody  

as hard  a lash as I could, and laying the w hole b lam e on the 

infernal Englishm an. A t length, I caugh t the eyes of m y ow n 

im age in the looking-glass, w here a n um ber of the p arty  w ere 

likew ise reflected, and  am ong them  the E nglishm an, w ho, at 

tha t m om ent, w as in ten tly  observing myself. (349)

The revela tion  of his ra th e r churlish  im aginings coupled  w ith  the ironic 

tw ist exposes H aw thorne to the derision of the reader, b u t it is m odera ted  by 

the  fact tha t he is sm iling at this all too h um an  behav io r w ith  us.

H e does no t w rite  w h at he im agined the E nglishm an w as no ting  abou t 

him self, b u t he does go on to offer a series of ra ther em barrassing  revelations 

abou t the rest of the trip. H is sleep tha t n ight w as d isru p ted  first by snorers: 

W ould it w ere possible to affix a w ind  in stru m en t to the nose, 

and  thus m ake m elody  of a snore, so tha t a sleeping  lover m igh t 

serenade his m istress, or a congregation snore a psalm  tune! 

(349)

Then he w as kept aw ake by his ow n lurid  im agination, excited by the sounds 

of lad ies und ressing  on the o ther side of the red cu rta in  w hich  m arked  the 

sexual b o u n d ary  of the cabin:

M y ear seem ed to have the p roperties of an  eye; a visible im age 

pestered  m y fancy in the darkness; the cu rta in  w as w ith d raw n  

betw een m e and  the w estern  lady, w ho yet d isrobed  herself 

w ithou t a b lush. (349)



O nce every th ing  has settled  dow n, he still w as unab le to fall asleep and , in his 

restlessness, suffered the ignom iny of falling ou t of bed  "like an avalanche" 

(349) and  d istu rb ing  all of the sleepers. H e decided  to go u p  on deck, and , a 

sh o rt tim e later got off the boat, w hich had  s topped  m om entarily , to 

investigate  a phosphoric  glow  in the forest. H e rem arks sardonically  tha t this 

"w as no t the first delusive rad iance that I had  fo llow ed" (351). H e reveals the 

foolish rom antic and  poetic w anderings of his m ind , once again leav ing  

h im self open  to gentle ridicule:

Being full of conceits that night, I called it a frigid fire; a funeral 

light, illum inating  decay and death ; an  em blem  of fam e, tha t 

g leam s a ro u n d  the dead  m an w ith o u t w arn in g  him ; or of 

genius, w hen  it ow es its brilliancy to m oral rottenness; and  w as 

th ink ing  tha t such  ghost-like torches w ere ju st fit to ligh t u p  this 

dead  forest, o r to blaze coldly in tom bs, w hen, starting  from  m y 

abstraction, I looked up the canal. I recollected m yself, and  

d iscovered  the lan terns g lim m ering  far aw ay. (351)

H e w as sw ep t lud icrously  from  his lofty m usings to the realization tha t he 

w as s tran d ed  in the w ilderness in the m iddle of the night. H is sh o u tin g  w as 

futile, and  he though t b itterly  how  "the captain  h ad  an in terest in ge tting  rid 

of me, for I w as his cred ito r for a breakfast" (351). The sketch ends w ith  the 

hap less au th o r setting  ou t on foot:

So th ink ing  aloud , I took a flam beau from  the old tree, b u rn ing , 

b u t consum ing not, to light m y steps w ithal, and, like a Jack-o '- 

the-lan tern , set ou t on my m idn igh t tour. (351)

It is on  this com ically m ock-rom antic note tha t the sketch  ends.

In ano ther personal account, H aw thorne describes one of his w alks along 

the beach  near Salem in deta iled  and  rom antic term s in "Foot-P rin ts on the
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Sea-Shore" (1838). W ith com ical im agination , he com pares h im self to 

Robinson C rusoe w hen  he discovers foot-prin ts in the sand  ind icating  tha t he 

is no t alone. H e continues in this som ew hat silly rom antic  vein as he 

recom m ends the pastim e of scratching love-verses and  o ther p riva te  

though ts  and  feelings in  the sand. A short tim e later, he surrep tic iously  

observes three girls sp lash ing  w ith  their feet in a tidal pool b u t slinks off 

before he is noticed. A fter lunching, he is seized by the m agic of the sp o t and 

engages in an oratorical debate  w ith a large, shaggy rock in the su rf "like him  

of A thens, w ho band ied  w ords w ith  an angry  sea and  got the v ictory" (568). 

Savoring  his v ictory  over the "gentlem an in sea-w eed" w hose only  rep ly  is 

"im m itigab le  roaring ,"  H aw tho rne  en thusiastica lly  continues the farcical 

debate:

O nce m ore I shout, and the cliffs reverberate  the sound . O h, 

w h at a joy for a shy m an to feel h im self so solitary, tha t he m ay 

lift h is voice to its h ighest p itch  w ith o u t hazard  of a listener!

But, h ush ,—be silent, m y good friend!— w hence com es tha t 

stifled  laughter? It w as m usical,—b u t how  shou ld  there be such 

m usic in m y solitude? Looking u p w ard s , I catch a g lim pse of 

three faces, peep ing  from  the sum m it of the cliff, like angels 

betw een  m e and their native sky. (568-9)

H aw tho rne  goes on to rem ark  to the girls rhetorically  that they m ay lau g h  at 

him  now , bu t tha t it h ad  been his tu rn  to sm ile w hen  he saw  their w h ite  feet 

u n d a in tily  exposed  in the pool earlier. H e had  caugh t them  in a m o m en t of 

u n g u ard ed , self-revelatory  em barrassm ent, m uch  as they have cau g h t him . In 

sp ite  of this p ro test, w e can im agine the im m ense em barrassm en t tha t the 

d iffiden t H aw th o rn e  m ust have felt on this occasion.

As the sun  sets, H aw thorne throw s pebbles at his shadow  in the ocean
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w ash:

A hit! a hit! I clap m y hands in trium ph, and  see m y shadow  

c lapp ing  its un real hands, and  claim ing the triu m p h  for itself. 

W hat a sim pleton  m ust I have been  all day, since m y ow n 

sh ad o w  m akes a mock of m y fooleries! (569)

T hus sm iling  a t him self, H aw tho rne  sets o u t for hom e relish ing  the d ay  tha t 

he has sp en t in seclusion and  stating  tha t "I shall th ink m y ow n though ts, 

and  feel m y ow n  em otions, and possess m y ind iv iduality  u n v io la ted "  (570). 

As he w alks a long the bluff, he encounters the three girls w ho have jo ined  a 

p a rty  of fisherm en cooking their catch on the beach. H e approaches and  is 

inv ited  to join them :

C an I decline? No; and be it ow ned, after all m y so litary  joys, 

tha t this is the sw eetest m om ent of a D ay by the Sea-Shore. (570) 

This response, h ard ly  tha t of a d o u r recluse as som e have tried  to characterize 

H aw thorne, b rings the sketch to a close on an  exuberan t note.

A m ong the m ost am using  of H aw th o rn e 's  sketches is the fanciful 

"M onsieur d u  M iro ir" (1837) w hich is based  on  the ra ther silly conceit tha t his 

m irro r im age is an  ind iv idual that keeps ap p ea rin g  w herever he goes. 

H aw tho rne , in typical Yankee fashion, m ain ta ins a d ead p an  tone th ro u g h o u t 

as he relates how  this silen t figure ap p aren tly  follows him  about, reflecting 

his every  m ood from  the torm ent of too thache to the passion  of love. Indeed , 

he finds a g reat deal of sym pathy  betw een them  "except that, once in a g reat 

w hile, I speak  a w o rd  or tw o" (396). H e even em ulates H aw th o rn e 's  dress 

though  it d iverges from  fashion:

Such is his confidence in m y taste, tha t he goes astray  from  the 

general fashion, and  copies all his dresses after m ine. I never 

try  on a new  garm ent, w ithou t expecting to m eet M onsieur d u
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M iroir in one of the sam e pattern . (396)

M onsieur d u  M iroir appears in the strangest places from  a brass kettle 

ou tside  a h a rd w are  store, to the pu d d les  in the street, to a young  lady 's  eyes. 

C oncern ing  the la tter, H aw thorne rem arks "Years have so changed  h im  since, 

that he need  never hope to en ter those heavenly  orbs again" (400). H e is a 

cau tious fellow:

If you  step forw ard  to m eet him , he readily  advances; if you 

offer h im  your hand , he ex tends his ow n  w ith  the u tm ost 

frankness; bu t th ough  you calculate upon  a h a rd y  shake, you do 

no t get ahold of his little finger. (400)

T hough they  have been together since b irth , H aw thorne w ou ld  "p refer— 

scandal ap a rt— the laughing bloom  of a young  girl, to the d ark  and  bearded  

grav ity  of m y p resen t com panion" (401). This unw an ted  characteristic of du  

M iroir is of course also his ow n, and  he is m aking fun of his ow n repu ta tio n  

for g loom iness.

In con tem p la tin g  his re la tionsh ip  w ith  M onsieur d u  M iroir, H aw tho rne  

achieves the insigh t that du  M iroir, as a m ere o u tw ard  m anifestation  of his 

appearance, has a righ t to m ourn  the ravages of age, w hile H aw tho rne  

possesses a d ep th  of soul beyond tha t o u tw ard  appearance, a soul w hich has 

expanded  and  im proved  w ith  age. As a resu lt of this ph ilo soph iz ing  about 

physical versus sp iritual existence, the sketch acquires a d ead ly  serious tone in 

the last parag raphs. It is saved, how ever, from  this d reary  close by being 

finally p u n c tu a ted  w ith  a d read fu l pun:

Farew ell, M onsieur d u  M iroir! Of you, perhaps, as of m any 

m en, it m ay be do u b ted  w hether you are the w iser, though  your 

w hole business is REFLECTION. (405)

H aw th o rn e  show ed  a lifelong fascination for w ordp lay  using  p u n s  sparingly



43

bu t to good effect in this and  the next tale to be discussed.

"The D evil in M anuscrip t"  (1835) is a com ical expression  of H aw th o rn e 's  

ow n  fru stra tions of au th o rsh ip  and  publication. The th w arted  w rite r w hom  

the n a rra to r visits is clearly H aw tho rne  him self, for O beron  w as the 

n icknam e w hich  his good friend H oratio  Bridge called him . H e im agines his 

w ritings as a devil that has possessed him  and  w hich  he can only be rid of by 

b u rn in g  the m anuscrip ts. This delusion  is a m anifestation  of his fru s tra tion  

a t being  rejected by seventeen  publishers. He accuses one of them  of go ing  ou t 

of business just so he w o n 't have to pub lish  his subm ission , and  berates 

ano ther, the only one to have actually  read his w ork , for hav ing  the 

im pertinence  to criticize it. Still ano ther has told h im  tha t no A m erican 

pub lishe r w ill pub lish  an  A m erican w riter except at the  w rite r 's  risk.

D riven  by this frustration , O beron  has resolved to consign his 

m an u scrip ts  to the flam e (a fate to w hich H aw tho rne  claim s he delivered  

m any  of his early  tales), and  the n arra to r insouciantly  sta tes tha t he d id  no t 

oppose  the decision because he w as "privately  of the opin ion , in sp ite  of m y 

p a rtia lity  for the au thor, tha t his tales w ould  m ake a m ore b rillian t 

ap pea rance  in the fire than  anyw here  else" (332-3). They open  a bottle  of 

ch am pagne  and  O beron  clutches the m anuscrip ts to h im self "w ith  a m ix tu re  

of n a tu ra l affection and  n a tu ra l d isgust, like a father tak ing  a deform ed  infant 

into his a rm s" (333). H is conversation  goes on to evoke the paradoxical love- 

hate  rela tionsh ip  w hich w riters have w ith their w ork. H e describes w riting  in 

a creative fever and  in d ispassionate  toil, and , upon  the inqu iry  of the 

n arra to r, adm its ironically tha t he can discern no difference in the quality  in 

w h ich  the tw o opposing  states result.

Ju st as O beron  has w orked  him self up  to the po in t of fo llow ing th ro u g h  

w ith  his in ten t, the n arra to r recalls redeem ing featu res of the w riting  and



a ttem p ts  to stop him , b u t O beron  delivers a speech sum m ariz ing  the d read fu l 

fate of an author:

W ould you  have m e be a dam n ed  au tho r?— To u ndergo  sneers, 

taunts, abuse, and  cold neglect, and  faint praise, bestow ed, for 

p ity 's  sake, against the g iver's  conscience! A hissing and  a 

laugh ing  stock to m y ow n tra ito rous thoughts! An ou tlaw  from  

the p ro tec tion  of the grave—one w hose ashes every careless 

foot m ig h t sp u rn , unhonored  in life, and  rem em bered  

scornfully  in death! (334)

W ith  this d ia tribe  against the m eanness of an  a u th o r's  life, he th rusts the 

m anu scrip ts  into the fire and  excitedly w atches them  b u rn  as if a p a rt of his 

soul w ere going u p  in the flames, as he begins to m ourn  the loss, a cry of fire 

beg ins to go up  in the tow n. W ith au thorial instinct, O beron  ironically begins 

to im agine w hat a conflagration this will be and  w h at a w onderfu l setting  for 

his next...bu t he stops him self. They go ou tside to observe and  O beron begins 

to w ax rom antic. S uddenly , in a flash of en ligh tenm ent, he realizes the cause 

of the fire— the w in d -d riv en  cinders from  his m anuscrip t:

"M y tales!" cried O beron. "The chim ney! The roof! The Fiend 

has gone forth  by night, and startled  thousands in fear and 

w onder from  their beds! H ere I 's ta n d — a triu m p h an t author! 

H uzza! H uzza! My brain has set the tow n  on  fire! H uzza!" (337) 

The sto ry  ends w ith  an  ironic tw ist based on this m etaphorical pun. O beron, 

in his ab su rd  triu m p h , even m ore than the S toryteller, rep resen ts H aw th o rn e  

exam in ing  his role as au th o r and  finding am idst the pain  m uch to laugh  

about.

P erh ap s the m ost overt exam ple of H aw tho rne  pok ing  fun at h im self is 

the brief p ro logue to "R appaccin i's  D aughter" (1844). The story is sub titled



"From  the W ritings of A ubepine," the nam e being a French transla tion  of 

"h aw th o rn "  (1492 N ote 975.3-976.24). H aw thorne is actually  w riting  abou t 

h im self as this u n k n o w n  French w riter w ho "seem s to occupy an 

u n fo rtu n a te  position  betw een  the T ranscendentalists (w ho, u n d e r one nam e 

or ano ther, have their share  in all the cu rren t literatu re  of the w orld), and  the 

g rea t body  of pen -and -ink  m en w ho address the intellect and sym path ies  of 

the m u ltitu d e"  (975). He a ttribu tes his lack of audience to the fact tha t he 

d o e sn 't appeal to either of these large groups. H e praises the w ritings for 

o rig inality  but, tongue firm ly p lan ted  in cheek, decries an "invetera te  love of 

allegory, w hich is ap t to invest his plots and  characters w ith  the aspect of 

scenery  and  people in the clouds, and to steal aw ay  the hum an  w arm th  ou t of 

his conceptions" (975). H e describes his w orks as being  fantasy w ith  a touch of 

reality  and  rem arks tha t "Occasionally, a b reath  of natu re , a ra in -d rop  of 

pa thos and  tenderness, o r a gleam  of hum or, w ill find its w ay in to  the m idst 

of his fantastic im agery" (975). Finally, he concedes faintly that:

M. de  l'A ubep ine 's  productions, if the reader chance to take 

them  in precisely the p roper p o in t of view , m ay am use a leisure 

h o u r as w ell as those of a b righ ter m an; if otherw ise, they can 

hard ly  fail to look excessively like nonsense. (975)

M anifestly , in th is instance, H aw th o rn e 's  in ten tion  w as tw o-fo ld— on the 

one h and , to rid icule his critics and, on the o ther, to m ake light of him self.

H is deprecation  of his ow n  w orks m akes the telling p o in t that his critics take 

them  far too seriously . H is p rim ary  focus has been to en terta in  his 

read e rs— the "p ro p er p o in t of view " he had  referred  to, being u n d o u b ted ly  a 

less serious one. This in terp re ta tion  seem s to be confirm ed by the last 

p a rag rap h  of the p ro logue  in w hich he p raises his French persona for his 

"indefatigable  prolix ity" (976) and delivers a catalogue of his recent w orks



w ith  the titles w eakly  transla ted  into French in o rd er to conform  w ith  the 

charade. His p seudo  descrip tions of the w orks exaggerate the length  and  

im portance of their contents, and  the list is concluded  w ith  a deliberately  

am b iv a len t recom m endation  of the au th o r to the A m erican  public. The 

p ro lo g u e  ends w ith  a gibe at his friend John L. O 'Sullivan , ed ito r of the 

United States Magazine and Democratic Review, com ically  d isgu ised  as the 

C om te de B earhaven and  La Revue Anti-Aristocratique. In teresting ly  

en o u g h ,H aw th o rn e  dele ted  the p ro logue from  the collected version  in 1846. 

C ritical specu lation  seem s reasonable in asserting  tha t he p erhaps d id  no t 

w ish  to appea r too political as he w as seeking an appo in tm en t at tha t tim e 

(1492 N ote 975.3-976.24).

A lthough  the h u m o ro u s con ten t d iscussed  in this chap ter has varied  in 

q u an tity , m agn itude  and  style from  one piece to ano ther, the com m on th read  

has been  the self-deprecatory  tone that underlies  all of them . From "Passages 

from  a R elinquished W ork" to the p ro logue from  "R appaccin i's  D augh ter,"  

the p rincipal source of h u m o r is H aw th o rn e 's  exposure  of h im self to friendly  

rid icule. The laugh ter or sm iles that w e experience, how ever, serve on ly  to 

enhance  H aw th o rn e 's  rep u ta tio n  ra ther than  de trac ting  from  it. In the final 

analysis, there is no be tte r litm us of a m an 's  sense of h u m o r than  his ability  

to laugh  at him self, and  H aw tho rne  m anifestly  passes this test in sp ite  of his 

literary  repu ta tion  to the contrary.



CHAPTER 4

H A W TH O R N E SM ILES AT M A N K IN D

H aw thorne, as an  artist, w as an observer and  recorder of h u m an ity , and  

he d id  so, for the m ost part, w ithou t espousing  a particu lar p o in t of view , 

p referring  to offer his reade r a variety  of op tions couched in am bigu ity  ra ther 

than  his ow n  d idactic opinion. A lw ays sub tle  as he presents the reader w ith  a 

set of circum stances and  encourages h im  to infer w h at he m ay, H aw th o rn e 's  

tone frequen tly  reveals an  insouciant aw areness of and  am usem en t a t the 

foibles of m ank ind . R ather th an  a railing  condem nation  of or a g loom y 

P uritan ical resignation  for m an 's  w eakness, H aw tho rne  gives us a know ing  

and  u n d ers tan d in g  sm ile, a gentle acknow ledgm ent of the flaw ed n a tu re  of 

m an  and society w ith  an  inference that it is no t all tha t im portan t.

G ilbert H ighet describes a form  of narra tive  satire (as opposed  to dram atic  

satire) w hich involves realistically p o rtrayed  travel to an  o ther-w orld ly  place 

and  "criticism  of life in this w orld , w ith  exposures of hum an  vices and  

w eaknesses and  b itte r o r teasing h u m o r."1 This descrip tion  neatly  fits the 

stories to be d iscussed  in this chapter, all of w hich  share the com m on 

elem ents of a fanciful se tting  p resen ted  in a realistic tone, an ap p aren tly  naive 

n a rra to r and  a gen tle  m ockery of hum an  institu tions. H aw th o rn e 's  targets are 

v a ried — the lite rary  estab lishm ent, politic ians, specu lato rs, refo rm ers— and  

the satire  tends tow ard  teasing  hum or ra th e r than  the bitter.

In "A  V irtuoso 's  C ollection" (1842) an  aston ish ing ly  unskep tical narra to r

47
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h ap p en s u p o n  a b izarre  m useum  w hich  houses fam ous m em orab ilia  from  

legend, m yth  and  h istory . A t the very beg inn ing  of the story , H aw th o rn e  sets 

up  a h um orous con trad iction  betw een the read e r's  aw areness tha t the 

collection is lud icrously  irrational an d  the n a rra to r 's  unquestio n in g  

acceptance of ev ery th ing  that he sees. A m ong the un ique collection of stuffed  

anim als, he finds such  d iverse and  incongruous specim ens as the w olf tha t 

ate Little Red R iding H ood, A lexander the G reat's  horse B ucephalus an d  Dr. 

Johnson 's  cat H odges. Inquiring  w hy the rem ains of Pegasus are no t there, the 

narra to r is in form ed by  the V irtuoso tha t he is still alive b u t tha t he is so hard- 

rid d en  tha t he hopes to soon add  his skin and  bones to the collection as well. 

The n a rra to r rem ains unaccountably  c redu lous as item  after item  of fictional 

and  legendary  source are p resen ted  before him : the A ncient M ariner's  

albatross, N ero 's  fiddle, a bow l m odelled  from  the curve of H elen  of T roy 's 

breast, A lad d in 's  lam p and  C inderella 's  glass slipper— it is an  all-inclusive 

collection. The ab su rd ity  reaches a p innacle  w hen  the V irtuoso h im self is 

finally iden tified  as the W andering  Jew, the legendary  w an d ere r condem ned  

to eternal life. W hen the narra to r naively  states his in ten tion  to p ray  for the 

rem oval of the curse, the V irtuoso is scornful of this sym pathy .

This b izarre  collection rep resen ts a m o n u m en t to the h u m a n  im ag ination  

both  in its folly and  its pow er. The n arra to r 's  unquestion ing  acceptance of the 

au then tic ity  of the collection is, for the reader, bo th  lud icrously  absu rd  and  

touchingly  childlike. H aw thorne sim u ltaneously  sm iles at the gu llib ility  of 

m ank ind  and  app ro v es  of the fertile im agination  tha t has in ven ted  these 

artifacts. The satire  here is ra ther vague and  ineffectual, b u t it w as to becom e 

m ore po in ted  in H aw th o rn e 's  subsequen t w orks.

In a fash ion  sim ilar to "The V irtuoso 's  C ollection," H aw th o rn e  has his 

c redu lous n a rra to r v isit a large edifice w hich houses m an k in d 's  im agination ,
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“The H all of Fantasy" (1843). R ather than  a m useum , how ever, this ethereal 

place is rep resen ted  as an exchange, w here those w ho deal in the abstract 

w orld  of ideas m ay “m eet and  talk over the business of their d ream s" (735).

As w ell as being  a k ind  of W all S treet of the im aginary , the hall is a m em orial 

to the m en  of g reat im agination, from  H om er to Sir W alter Scott, w hose busts 

o r s ta tues  su rro u n d  the hall. The n arra to r rem arks, som ew hat im pish ly , that 

"in  an  obscure and  shadow y niche w as reposited  the b u st of o u r coun trym an, 

the a u th o r of A r th u r  M ervyn"  (735) in an  ap p aren t gibe at C harles Brockden 

Brown. H e also po in ts ou t tha t each age erects less du rab le  w ooden  statues to 

its ow n  "ephem eral favorites" (735), ind icating  that no t every  hero  chosen by 

the peop le  w ill w ith stand  the test of time.

The n a rra to r is gu ided  th rough  the hall by a m ysterious friend w ith  

w hom  he keeps u p  a d ialogue of con tinuous com m entary . They observe a 

g ro u p  of p ersons w ho  d rink  from  an intoxicating foun tain  of im agination. 

S om ew hat am biguously , it is im plied  that these are w ell-know n au thors, 

described by the n arra to r as a "techy, w ayw ard , shy, p roud , un reasonab le set of 

lau re l-gatherers"  (737). H e rem arks that he likes their w orks b u t no t their 

com pany. Ironically, the friend defends them  saying tha t in his experience 

"m en  of gen ius are fairly gifted w ith the social qualities...A s m en, they  ask 

no th ing  be tte r than  to be on equal term s w ith  their fellow -m en; and  as 

au tho rs , they have th row n  aside their p roverb ial jealousy, and  acknow ledge a 

generous brotherhood"(737). The narra to r counters this w ith  the fact that the 

w orld  does not seem  to concur w ith  this assessm ent of w riters:

"A n au th o r is received in general society p re tty  m uch  as we 

honest citizens are in the Hall of Fantasy. W e gaze at h im  as if 

he h ad  no  business am ong us, and  question  w h eth er he is fit for 

any of ou r pu rsu its ."  (737)



This d ia logue concerning au thors  is rendered  ironic by the fact that 

H aw th o rn e  is com m enting  on his ow n profession w ith  tw o voices and  seem s 

to agree w ith  po in ts  m ade by bo th  the criticizer and  the defender. O ne senses, 

on the one h an d , H aw tho rne  sm arting  at criticism  of his ow n sociability, or 

lack there of, and , on the o ther h and , an  aw areness of p e tty  professional 

jealousies am ong the literary  elite. There is also a s tro n g  h in t of the 

re sen tm en t he felt at the lack of recognition for his ow n  ta len t and , ironically, 

an  aw areness of how  silly and  p re ten tious tha t recognition  w ou ld  be w ere he 

to receive it.

The nex t g ro u p  encoun tered  are the financial specu la to rs, m en w ho 

w o u ld  p re fe r to  be though t of as practical ra ther than  im aginative. The friend 

rem arks th a t they  are dangerous "because they m istake the H all of Fantasy  for 

actual brick  an d  m ortar"  (738). A backhanded  com plim ent is conferred on 

the p oet w ho, in contrast, is a t least aw are tha t he is dealing  in im agination. 

Better to be a d ream er w ho is aw are  of his fantasy than  one w ho takes it for 

reality.

A re la ted  g roup  is the "inven to rs of fantastic m achines" (738). O ne, for 

exam ple, has inven ted  a lens for m ak ing  sunsh ine ou t of a lad y 's  sm ile. The 

n a rra to r  com m ents tha t "m ost of o u r sunsh ine com es from  w om an 's  sm ile 

a lread y "  (738), and  the inven to r responds "bu t m y m achine w ill insure a 

constan t su p p ly  for dom estic use—w hereas h itherto , it has been  very 

p recarious."  In these last tw o instances, H aw thorne is pok ing  harm less fun at 

the w ild  specu la tion  and  the inven tive en thusiasm  so p rev a len t in an age of 

sky  rocketing  technological advancem ent. The tone here  is one of 

am u sem en t ra th e r than  of scorn.

Still an o th e r g roup  found  in the hall are the reform ers, am ongst w hom  it 

is d ifficu lt to d is tingu ish  the crack-pots from  the true  visionaries. The



n arra to r claim s to be able to m ake this d istinction in the true  light of reality , 

and  the friend sardonically  suggests that he m ust be a D em ocrat in o rd e r to 

believe som eth ing  so idealistic. Yet, concerning the m ultip lic ity  of reform ers, 

the n a rra to r says "there w ere a thousand  shapes of good and  evil, faith  and  

infidelity , w isdom  and  nonsense,— a m ost incongruous th rong" (740). The 

reform ers of H aw th o rn e 's  day  clearly form ed a labyrin th  of con trad iction  and  

confusion , and  the friend suggests tha t they flee, com m enting  hum orously : 

"let u s hasten  hence, or I shall be tem pted  to m ake a theory— after w hich, 

there  is little hope of any  m an" (741). The tone here seem s to have becom e 

m ore d isd a in fu l as the n a rra to r seem s to frow n d isapp ro v in g ly  at the 

re fo rm ers .

The rem ain d er of the sto ry  deals w ith  the "one theory  tha t sw allow s up 

an d  ann ih ila tes all o thers" (741). The M illerites w ere a fanatical g roup  led by 

Father M iller w ho procla im ed  tha t the w orld  w ou ld  com e to an  end  in 1843. 

C oncern ing  Father M iller's apocalyptic theory, the n a rra to r rem arks 

sardon ica lly  "It is, perhaps, the only  m ethod of getting  m ank ind  ou t of the 

v arious perp lexities, in to  w hich  they have fallen" (742). The reasons tha t 

various  peop le  offer for no t w an ting  the w orld  to end  are ab su rd ly  triv ial (a 

child , for exam ple, not w ish ing  to m iss his C hristm as candy  and  a m iser 

w ish ing  to ad d  a specified sum  to his hoard), but, in rebu ttal to the friend 's  

casual a ttitu d e  tow ard  the sup p o sed ly  im m inent cataclysm , the n arra to r 

m akes a rom antic and  em otional sta tem en t extolling  the n a tu ra l b eau ty  and  

innocen t en joym ents tha t w ill be lost. After this s tirring  speech, how ever, 

they  ra th e r m atter of factly resolve to leave the m a tte r to P rovidence, an d  the 

friend  inv ites the n arra to r to share  a vegetarian  m eal, an  inv ita tion  w hich  he 

accepts in sp ite  of his obvious d istaste  for the m enu. O n the w ay  ou t of the 

hall, they  p ass several peop le  w ho  are en tering  the hall, am using ly  enough ,



by m eans of "m agnetic s leep"(now  know n as hypnosis). The narra to r looks 

back  at the hall longingly b u t concludes that "for those w ho  w aste  all their 

days in the H all of Fantasy, good Father M iller's p rophecy  is a lready 

accom plished , and  the solid  earth  has com e to an un tim ely  en d "  (745).

Follow ing along the sam e lines as "The H all of F an tasy" is "A Select 

P arty" (1844). This p arty  is hosted  by the M an of Fancy in one of his castles in 

the air. A m ong the select guests are the O ldest Inhab itan t, a crochety old m an 

w ho seem s to rep resen t a stock character to w hom  n ew spapers appeal for 

com m ent on  such im p o rtan t topics as the w eather (his com m ents are a 

ru n n in g  gag  th ro u g h o u t the story) and a M onsieur O n-D it w ho is the 

person ification  of gossip , the nam e transla ting  from  the French as "They- 

Say." From  "A  V irtuoso 's  C ollection" w e once m ore m eet the W andering  

Jew, and  from  an earlier sketch  en titled  "A Visit to the C lerk  of W eather" 

(1836) com es the C lerk of W eather himself.

T here is also a m ysterious unnam ed  stranger, a "perfo rm er of 

acknow ledged  im possibilities," a paragon  of perfection in every  w ay. This 

anonym ous character is h u m orously  described as being:

the only m athem atic ian  capable of squaring  a circle; the only 

m echanic acquain ted  w ith  the princip le  of p e rp e tu a l m otion; 

the only scientific ph ilosopher w ho  can com pel w ater to ru n  up 

hill; the only  w rite r of the age w hose gen ius is equal to the 

p roduction  of an epic poem ; and , finally—so various are his 

accom plishm ents— the only p rofessor of gym nastics w ho  has 

succeeded in jum p ing  dow n his o w n  throat. (948)

In sp ite  of all these accom plishm ents, he is sh u n n ed  by good society and  

p articu la rly  by  "public orators, lecturers and theatrical perfo rm ers" and  has 

the u n iq u e  characteristic  of casting no reflection in a m irror. W hether



53

H aw th o rn e  h ad  som eone in particu la r in m ind as the ta rge t for such  p u n g en t 

sarcasm  is difficult to determ ine, b u t it p robably  struck  a chord  for m ore  than  

one of the literary  figures of the d ay  am ong w hom  there w ere no  d o u b t som e 

en larged  egos. The fact tha t H aw th o rn e  leaves ou t any  explicit clues to the 

iden tity  of this character indicates either tha t he w as confiden t of the ability of 

his con tem poary  readers to m ake an obvious identification  o r tha t his 

sarcasm  w as d irected  at a g roup  ra ther than  a specific ind iv idual.

A lso in a ttendance at the p arty  of the M an of Fancy are a sh ad o w y  group  of 

figures w ho  rep resen t w hat had  been  his you thfu l hopes:

There w as som eth ing  laughab ly  u n tru e  in the ir p o m p o u s  

stride  and  exaggerated  sen tim ent; they w ere n e ither h u m a n  

no r tolerable likenesses of hum an ity , b u t fantastic m asquers, 

rendering  hero ism  and  n a tu re  alike rid icu lous by  the g rave 

absu rd ity  of their p re tensions to such a ttribu tes. (950)

O ne of these is the d ream -girl of his yo u th  w hom  he now  rejects, say ing  "m y 

taste is changed! I have learned  to love w h at N atu re  m akes, be tte r than  m y 

ow n creations in the guise of w o m anhood"  (950). W ith a sh riek  she 

evapo ra tes  in to  th in  air.

These y o u th fu l hopes are follow ed by ano ther shadow y  g roup , his 

y o u th fu l fears:

H ere w ere those form s of d im  terror, w hich  had  beset h im  at 

the entrance of life, w ag ing  w arfare w ith  h is hopes. H ere  w ere 

strange uglinesses of earlier date, such as h a u n t ch ild ren  in the 

n ig h t tim e. (951)

O ne of these is a deform ed o ld  black w om an  w ho had  h au n ted  h im  w ith  her 

grin  d u rin g  the crisis of a scarlet fever. M ischievously, she steals u p  on  the 

O ldest Inh ab itan t w ho exclaim s "N ever w ith in  m y m em ory  d id  I see such  a
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face!" (951).

Im m ediate ly  after these unrealities, as H aw th o rn e  calls them , there  

arrives a g ro u p  w hose un ify ing  characteristic is tha t their very  existence is 

called into question  by their excessive perfection— they are too good to be 

true. They include:

an incorrup tib le  Patriot; a Scholar w ithou t pedan try ; a Priest 

w ith o u t w o rld ly  am bition, and  a B eautiful W om an w ith o u t 

p rid e  or coquetry; a M arried  Pair, w hose life h ad  never been 

d is tu rb ed  by incongru ity  of feeling; a Reform er, un tram m elled  

by his theory; and  a Poet, w ho felt no jealousy tow ards o ther 

votaries of the lyre. (951)

The h ost does no t find these paragons to be tha t u n u su a l b u t inv ited  them  

because society deem s them  a rarity. L aughably , the O ldest Inhab itan t 

observes "In  m y y ounger days, such characters m igh t be seen a t the corner of 

every  stree t"  (951). The n arra to r com m ents tha t "these specim ens of 

perfection  p roved  to be no t half so en terta in ing  com panions as peop le w ith  

the o rd in ary  allow ance of faults" (952).

A m ong the m ost in trigu ing  of the p arty  guests is ano ther fascinating  

stranger ap pears  w ho is term ed:

the M aster G enius, for w hom  ou r coun try  is looking anxiously  

in to  the m ist of time, as destined  to fulfill the g reat m ission of 

crea ting  an  A m erican literatu re , hew ing  it, as it w ere, from  the 

u n w ro u g h t g ran ite  of ou r in tellectual quarries. From  him , 

w h e th e r m o u ld ed  in the form  of an  epic poem , o r assu m in g  a 

gu ise a ltogether new , as the sp irit itself m ay determ ine, w e are 

to receive ou r first g reat o rig inal w ork, w hich  shall do  all tha t 

rem ains to be achieved for ou r g lory  am ong the nations. (952)



This im m oderate ly  ebu llien t descrip tion  of the  p u rp o rte d  creator of 

A m erican  litera tu re  is clearly m ock heroic and  thus in keep ing  w ith  the 

sardon ic  tone of the sketch; if there are any  doub ts  abou t the sarcastic tone, 

they  are rem oved w hen  the  n arra to r notes tha t the M an of Genius:

dw ells as yet unhonored  am ong m en, un recognized  by those 

w ho  have know n h im  from  the crad le;— the noble countenance, 

w hich  shou ld  be d istingu ished  by a halo  d iffused a ro u n d  it, 

passes daily  am ong the throng of peop le  , to iling and  troub ling  

them selves abou t the trifles of a m om ent— and  none pay  

reverence to the w orker of im m ortality . (952)

M elville, in w riting  abou t this story w hich he called the "sw eetest and  

su b lim est th in g "2 since Spenser w rote "The Fairie Q ueen ,"  felt tha t this M an 

of G enius conform ed perfectly  w ith  his conception of w h a t A m erican 

lite ra tu re  needed  b u t asserted  that such a m onum en ta l role could no t be 

fulfilled by a single ind iv idual. H e adds, how ever, tha t if any  one ind iv id u al 

w as the M an of G enius it w ou ld  have to be H aw th o rn e  him self.

Yet, H aw thorne, as has been poin ted  out, seem s excessively effusive abou t 

the M an of G enius, and  it seem s certain tha t his in ten tion  w as to h u m orously  

lam poon  the concept of a sav ior for A m erican literature. O ne could hard ly  

p ic tu re  H aw th o rn e  w ith  a halo  about his head , and  it is far m ore conceivable 

tha t his tone is sardon ic  and  d isingenuous, derid in g  those w ho take literary  

p u rsu its  too seriously , including , no doubt, him self. W hat is d ifficult to 

explain , how ever, is w hy  M elville failed to observe the sarcasm  in the face of 

all the indications. P erhaps he too is w inking  a t us.

H aw th o rn e  takes ano ther gibe at A m erican litera tu re  w hen  he has the 

O ldest Inhab itan t beg  to be excused from  an in troduction  to the M aster 

G en ius because he h ad  a lready  "been honored  w ith  the acquain tance of
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D w ight, and  Freneau, and  Joel Barlow" (953). The inference seem s to be that 

he had  su ffered  enough  by m eeting  these three poets from  R evo lu tionary  and  

p o st-R evo lu tionary  tim es w ho ra th e r p resu m p tu o u sly  h ad  en d eav o red  to be 

the in itia to rs  of an  A m erican  literatu re.

H u m o ro u s  guests con tinue to arrive  includ ing  D avy Jones (the 

"d is tin g u ish ed  nautical gen tlem an"), John Doe, a M an of S traw , a "fictitious 

en do rser, and  several persons w ho had  no existence except as vo ters in closely 

con tested  elections" (953). A great com m otion is caused by the arriva l of a 

m an  of an  age to com e—Posterity . M any guests flock a ro u n d  h im  seek ing  to 

find o u t if they  w ill be rem em bered  in the fu ture, b u t he fends them  off 

ra th e r b ru squely , telling a poet, for exam ple, to read  his verses to his 

con tem poraries. H e does adv ise them , how ever, tha t the only w ay  to be 

rem em bered  by posterity  is to "live tru ly  and  w isely for you r ow n  age" (954).

In o rd e r to d iv e rt his guests from  this incident, the M an of Fancy conducts 

them  th ro u g h  a un ique gallery  tha t contains all the g rea t s ta tues, b u t in the 

form  of the scu lp to rs ' orig inal ideal conceptions ra ther th an  as they  finally 

tu rn ed  out. As one m igh t expect, the library  is equally  singu lar, con tain ing  

the "w orks w h ich  the au tho rs  only  p lanned , w ithou t ever find ing  the hap p y  

season  to achieve them " (955). A m ong the n u m ero u s vo lum es w ere  "the 

u n to ld  tales of C haucer's  C an terbu ry  Pilgrim s; the u n w ritten  C an tos of the 

Fairy Q ueen ; the conclusion of C o leridge 's  C hristabel; and  the w ho le  of 

D ry d en 's  projected  Epic on the subject of K ing A rthur"  (955). This w as a 

b izarre  concep tion , b u t even m ore laughable w ere the vo lum es th a t contain  

" the  u n rea lized  conceptions of you th fu l poets, w ho d ied  of the v ery  s treng th  

of the ir o w n  genius, before the w orld  had  caugh t one in sp ired  m u rm u r from 

their lip s" (955).

A fter a closing banquet, the p a rty  ends in a th u n d e rs to rm  tha t sha tte rs  the
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castle in the air, scattering  guests everyw here. As w ith  "The H all of Fantasy," 

the sto ry  en d s on  a w ry  cau tionary  note: peop le shou ld  th ink  abou t how  

th ey 're  going  to get back "before they tru s t them selves on a p leasu re -party  

into the realm  of n o w here"  (958).

A no ther sto ry  w hich  tu rns on a conceit of fantasy is "The Intelligence 

Office" (1844). It is the place w here  people go to have their fondest d ream s 

fulfilled. H aw th o rn e  gives as exam ples a faded  beau ty  looking for her lost 

b loom , a m echanic looking for a cheap  ap artm en t and  "an  au th o r, of ten  years 

s tand ing , for his van ished  rep u ta tio n "  (873). The first p erson  to en ter is a m an 

seeking his " tru e  p lace in  the w orld"  (874), and  he is told th a t he needs to 

request som eth ing  specific, w hich  of course is a catch since he d o esn 't know  

specifically w h a t he w ants. H e exits desponden tly  and  the n a rra to r says 

derisively  of h im  "if he d ied  of the d isappo in tm en t, he w as p robab ly  b u ried  in 

the w rong  tom b" (875). A series of app lican ts are sim ilarly  frustra ted , 

inc lud ing  a dem on w ho had  w aited  u p o n  Dr. Faustus and  is to ld  tha t these 

days m en can perfo rm  their ow n evil actions m ore effectually  than  any  

dem on . A t th a t m om ent, how ever, H aw th o rn e— as a h u m o ro u s  com m ent 

on the character of political reporte rs— has an  ed ito r of a political p ap e r en ter 

and  h ire  the d em on  as a w riter. In ano ther sarcastic com m ent on politics, the 

M an in Red (apparen tly  an u n sc ru p u lo u s  politic ian  from  the tim e of 

N apoleon) is rejected as a politician "as lacking fam iliarity  w ith  the cunn ing  

tactics of the day" (881). The final app lican t is a seeker of T ru th , an d  it is his 

sincerity  th a t uncovers the ironic tru th  of the Intelligence Office—  the M an of 

In telligence has no ability  to fulfill w ishes; he can only record  them . The 

Intelligence Office is a k ind of practical joke played  on m ankind .

"The C elestial Rail-Road" (1843) is bo th  a p arody  of B unyan 's  The  

Pilgrim's Progress and  a satirical com m entary  on, w hat w as for H aw tho rne ,
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since B unyan 's  tim e by  the construction  of a railw ay. The w orld  has becom e 

m uch m ore com plex, how ever, and  the characters encoun tered  by 

H aw th o rn e 's  narra to r, such  as Mr. Sm ooth-it-aw ay, seem  far m ore dev ious 

than  those encoun tered  by C hristian. The railroad  bypasses m any  of B unyan 's 

s topp ing  places and  w hen  the n arra to r expresses regret at no t seeing  the 

lovely y o u n g  lad ies w ho personify  the v irtues, Mr. S m ooth-it-aw ay inform s 

him  tha t they  have becom e old m aids— "prim , starched, dry , and  an g u la r"  

(813). The g ian ts Pope and  Pagan in the D ark Valley have long since been 

rep laced  by  the G ian t Transcendentalism  an am orphous, indefinab le  being, 

G erm an by  b irth , tha t shou ts after the tra in  unintelligibly. This com ically 

inep t person ification  m akes H aw th o rn e 's  a ttitu d e  tow ards the p h ilo so p h y  of 

h is T ranscenden ta lis t friends hum o ro u sly  apparen t.

Mr. Sm ooth-it-aw ay repeated ly  denies the existence of T ophet (or hell) to 

the n arra to r w ho  has been inform ed by Mr. S tick-to-the-right th a t the railw ay 

does no t en te r the Celestial City and  that, in fact, those w ho try  to use  this 

m odern  sh o rt cu t are banned  from  en tering  the city. A rriv ing  at the end  of 

the line, he  finds Mr. Stick-to -the-righ t's  w ords  confirm ed as the river still 

separates h im  from  the Celestial City. Mr. Sm ooth-it-aw ay is able to d e lu d e  

him  once m ore as he escorts him  onto  a steam -boat ferry w ith  assu rances that 

all w ill be right. It is only  w hen  Mr. Sm ooth-it-aw ay stays on shore  and  

laughs at h im  fiendishly , b reath ing  fire, tha t the n arra to r realizes he  is on  a 

ferry to hell. As he p repares to jum p, a dash  of cold spry  from  the w heel 

aw akens him . It has all been a dream , a h u m o ro u s incarnation  of his fear and 

d is tru s t ab o u t m o d ern  life.

N o d iscussion  of H aw th o rn e 's  a ttitu d e  tow ard  m ankind  w o u ld  be 

com plete w ith o u t m en tion  of the story  "E arth 's  H olocaust" (1844) w hich  is
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probably  the best know n of his satirical narratives. It is essentially  a 

h um orous ind ic tm en t of the reform ers, based  on  the fantasy  concept tha t 

m ankind  decides to rid itself of every th ing  in a g ian t bonfire in o rd e r to begin 

over (not un like  G o d 's  decision to un leash  the flood). In his u su a l fashion, 

H aw tho rne  facilitates his expression by setting  up  a d ia logue betw een  his 

n arra to r and  a know ledgeable bystander.

As a catalogue of earth ly  th ings are cast into the bonfire, H aw tho rne  

p rov ides n u m e ro u s  funny  touches. The location of the fire on  the w estern  

p rairie  has been  decided  upon , am using ly  enough , by the Insurance 

C om panies. W hen all the liquor in the w orld  is th row n  into the fire, causing  

a g reat flare-up, the Last Toper harangues m orosely  at the resu ltan t loss of 

good fellow ship , m uch  to the am usem en t of the bystanders. W hen a p ipe- 

sm oker bem oans the loss of tobacco and  w ishes tha t the "nonsensical 

reform ers" w ou ld  th row  them selves in, a s taunch  conservative re sp o n d s "it 

w ill com e to th a t in the end. They w ill first fling us in, and  finally 

them selves" (892). W hen all the m oney in the w orld  is consum ed  in the fire, 

the bankers and  the stock m arket specula tors grow  pale and  a p ick-pocket w ho 

has been m ak ing  a killing in the crow d faints dead  aw ay.

W hen it finally  com es to the b u rn in g  of books, H aw tho rne  p lan ts  his 

tongue firm ly in cheek, describ ing the flam m able characteristics of various 

w orks and  au thors . Shelley 's poetry , for exam ple, w as th o u g h t to em it "a 

p u re r light than  alm ost any  o ther p roductions of his day" (900). A th in  

volum e of p o e try  by Ellery C hann ing  exhibits "excellent in flam m ability ," 

a lthough  certain  p arts  "hissed and  sp lu tte red  in a very disagreeable  fashion" 

(900). H aw th o rn e  does no t spare him self, w riting  tha t he could  no t find his 

ow n w orks, p robab ly  because they m u st have vaporized  im m ediately . H e can 

only  hope tha t " they  con tribu ted  a g lim m ering  sp ark  o r tw o to the sp len d o r
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W ith lite ra tu re  gone, the n arra to r can 't believe that there is an y th in g  else 

to be d isposed  of and  is shocked w hen  the reform ers add  all the trapp ings of 

relig ion to the flam es. H e takes som e h ea rt from  the fact tha t the Bible does 

not b u rn , except for the p a rt tha t is h u m an  com m entary . The sto ry  ends, 

how ever, on  a no te  of black h um or as a Satanic figure discloses tha t the 

reform ers ' efforts have all been for n au g h t because they have neglected to 

change the one th ing  tha t m atters— the h u m an  heart. H e says w ith  an 

o m in o u s grin:

A nd un less they hit u p o n  som e m ethod  of pu rify in g  tha t foul 

cavern , forth  from  it w ill re-issue all the shapes of w rong  and  

m isery— the sam e old shapes, o r w orse ones—w hich  they have 

taken  such  a vast deal of troub le to consum e to ashes. I have 

stood  by this live-long night, and  laughed  in m y sleeve at the 

w hole business. Oh, take m y w o rd  for it, it w ill be the old w orld  

yet! (905)

T hough  this hoax p e rp e tra ted  on the h u m an  race m ight seem  a b leak final 

sta tem en t, H aw th o rn e  colors it w ith  hope by in tim ating  th a t this devil could 

be lying and  tha t there m ay, in fact, be a w ay to purify  the heart.

The satirical narra tives d iscussed  in this chap ter w ere all w ritten  in the 

relatively brief sp an  of th ree years from  1842 to 1844. W hile H aw th o rn e 's  

sense of h u m o r to w ard  m ank ind  m ay have been  m ore ev id en t in th is period , 

it shou ld  by no  m eans be considered lim ited  to this tim e span . H aw tho rne  

consisten tly  de linea ted  the folly of the h u m an  h eart w ith  a h u m o r tinged  

w ith  sadness from  his earliest tales to the last.



CHAPTER 5

H A W TH O R N E LAU GHS W ITH  THE DEVIL

From  his very  first pub lished  story, "The H ollow  of the Three H ills" 

(1830), H aw th o rn e  has associated laugh ter w ith  m alevolence and  m adness, 

tw o in tangib le  forces tha t for him  w ere closely in tertw ined . It is im p o rtan t to 

u n d ers tan d , how ever, th a t this association w as used  m erely as a vehicle for 

expression  and  shou ld  no t be confused w ith  the P u ritan  d isd a in  for m irth . As 

w e shall see in "The M ay-Pole of M erry  M oun t" (1836), H aw th o rn e 's  view s 

on m errim en t do  no t coincide a t all w ith  the d o u r perspective of his P uritan  

ancestors. N or d id  H aw thorne, in sp ite  of his obvious fascination for the 

m ytho logy  an d  folklore, believe in som e ex ternal m alevo len t force p rey ing  

u p o n  m ank ind . To the contrary , as he so p la in ly  expressed  at the end  of "The 

E arth 's  H olocaust,"  he believed  tha t evil o rig inates not ex ternally , b u t from  

w ith in  the h u m a n  heart.

As has a lready  been  d iscussed in C hap ter 2, H ennig  C ohen po in ts o u t the 

sligh tly  com ic tone tha t fram es "The H ollow  of the Three H ills." W ith in  the 

story , how ever, one of the sad visions w ith  w hich  the perfid ious w om an  is 

confronted  th ro u g h  the w itch  is tha t of he r h u sb an d  in a m adhouse. H av ing  

observed  the d ep ress ing  scene, she looks u p  to see the w ithered  w om an  

sm iling  in her face:

"C o u ld st thou have th o u g h t there w ere such m erry  tim es in a 

m ad house?" inqu ired  the latter.

61
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"True, true,"  said the lady to herself; "there is m irth  w ith in  its 

w alls, b u t m isery, m isery w ithou t."  (10)

The laugh ter em anating  from  apparen tly  m ad  a n d /o r  m alevo len t beings 

w h ich  H aw th o rn e  p o rtray s  to the reader is a m an ifesta tion  of the recognition  

of the ab su rd ity  of the h u m an  condition, of the central irony tha t w e can only 

be betrayed  by ourselves. W hile this tale w ou ld  certain ly  never be classified as 

overtly  h u m o ro u s, it does exem plify the sub tle  w ay  in w hich  H aw th o rn e  uses 

h u m o r as a co u n te rp o in t to evil and  sadness.

Before tu rn in g  to a d iscussion of o ther stories tha t em body  H aw th o rn e 's  

use of h u m o r in a d ark  m anner, it is necessary  to d iscuss a tale w h ich  is 

p ivo ta l to an  u n d e rs tan d in g  of H aw th o rn e 's  a ttitu d e  tow ard  h u m o r an d  his 

P u ritan  ancestors. "The M ay-Pole of M erry  M oun t"  is a story  of m istaken  

id en tity  in stigated  by  the P uritan  belief tha t m irth  and  m errim en t com e only  

from  the devil. E ndicott and  his P uritan  band  m istake the m ad  m errim en t of 

the b izarre ly  costum ed  revelers of M erry M oun t for the rituals of "those  

devils and  ru in ed  souls, w ith  w hom  their supers titio n  peop led  the black 

w ilderness"  (362). H aw tho rne  clearly po rtrays the people of M erry  M oun t as 

innocen t v ictim s of P u ritan  repression  based  on  an  erroneous concep tion  of 

evil. The tone of the sto ry  is m anifestly  sym pathetic  to Edgar and  E dith , the 

Lord and  Lady of the M ay, and  from  it w e can deduce  tha t H aw th o rn e 's  

a ttitu d e  tow ard  the P u ritan  superstition  w hich  ty rann ized  them  w as one of 

d isda in . A lthough  the people of M erry M ount w ear the fool's attire , it is 

ironically  E ndicott an d  his fellow Puritans w ho are the true  fools for they  are 

acting  ou t of ig n o ran t superstition .

If the tone of "The M ay-Pole of M erry M ount" is not convincing  en o u g h  

p ro o f of H aw th o rn e 's  scorn  for the P u ritan  conception  of evil, the sam e 

a ttitu d e  is m ad e  explicitly  clear in the fram e sto ry  w ith in  "Alice D oane 's
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A ppeal" (1835). W alking w ith  two y o ung  ladies near Salem, the n a rra to r 

pauses on the infam ous G allows Hill, describ ing  the place as "the  field w here 

supers titio n  w on  her dark est triu m p h " and  rem ark ing  tha t "The d u s t of 

m arty rs  w as b enea th  ou r feet" (205). It is an obvious condem nation  and  

d isavow al of the P u ritan  vision of evil w hich  H aw thorne consisten tly  refers 

to as superstition . W hile he had  a certain  respect for his P uritan  ancesto rs and 

their accom plishm ents, he w as obviously  troub led  by their supers titio n  and  

the h o rren d o u s  actions w hich it engendered .

Since H aw th o rn e  d id  not believe in the reality  of such supers titions  as 

w itchcraft and  deviltry , it is reasonable tha t he w ou ld  hope to find the sam e 

rational a ttitu d e  in his audience. W hen he p o rtrayed  devils and  w itches in 

such stories as "Y oung G oodm an Brow n" (1835), he d id  no t in tend  for them  

to be taken  as true  m anifestations of evil, b u t ra ther as h u m o ro u s  fabrications 

of the P u ritan  im ag ination  of G oodm an Brown. V iew ed in this context, 

"Y oung G oodm an  Brow n" is a spoof of P u ritan  superstition , for the even ts 

p o rtrayed , w hile  real enough  to G oodm an Brow n, are, for H aw th o rn e  and  

any  rational reader, too preposterous to be taken seriously.

L ooking at the tale from  a hum orous p o in t of view  then, w e see a naive 

young  m an w hose w orld  is turned  upside  dow n by the d iscovery tha t all the 

peop le in w hom  he h ad  reposed great trust and  respect w ere in fact sinners. 

W hen he is led to believe that his young  wife has also gone over to the devil, 

he cries o u t w ith  obvious ironic im plications "M y Faith is gone!" "M addened  

w ith  despair,"  his reaction is to laugh loud and  long, and  he becom es a p a rt of 

the lud icrous h o rro r tha t he has been experiencing:

'H a! Ha! H a!' roared G oodm an  Brown, w hen the w ind  

lau g h ed  at him . 'Let u s hear w hich  w ill laugh  loudest! T hink  

no t to frigh ten  me w ith  you r deviltry! Com e w itch, com e
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w izard , com e Indian  pow ow , com e devil himself! and  here 

com es G oodm an Brown. You m ay as w ell fear him  as he fear 

you!' (284)

A t length  he com es u p o n  the devilish  ga thering  and  recognizes m any  

fam iliar faces, inc lud ing  som e of the forem ost citizens of Salem . W hen the 

new  converts are called forth, he steps fo rw ard  and  joins Faith before the 

altar. As they are abou t to be bap tized  into the in iquitous g roup , he cries ou t at 

the last second for Faith to "Look up  to heaven  and  resist the W icked O ne!" 

(288). In s tan taneously  the forest re tu rn s  to norm al, leaving h im  to w o n d er 

w hether Faith h ad  heeded  him . M ore to the poin t, the n arra to r suggests that 

he m igh t have "fallen  asleep in the forest, and  only  d ream ed  a w ild  d ream  of 

a w itch-m eeting" (288).

W hether reality  or dream , the n ig h t has dele terious consequences for 

G oodm an B row n w ho becom es from  tha t tim e on "a stern , a sad , a dark ly  

m ed ita tive  , a d is tru stfu l, if not a desperate  m an" (288). The soul w hich  he 

h ad  feared to lose to the devil, has ironically been lost to the gloom  generated  

by his ow n heart. G oodm an Brown is the victim  of his ow n lud icrous 

delusion , the sam e P u ritan  hysteria tha t had  resu lted  in the Salem  w itch 

trials bu t on a personal level. It is bo th  tragic and  comic tha t a person  shou ld  

have his w hole life ru in ed  by a p reposterously  absu rd  outlook on  reality. We 

can only laugh  at the foolishness of G oodm an  Brow n, for only  he could  have 

saved him self from  the gloom  that w as to be his self-im posed fate.

A dm itted ly , the approach  w hich I have delineated  here is only  one of 

m any in terp re ta tions tha t m ay be app lied  to the s to ry 1, bu t this perspective 

has the ad v an tage  of fitting  neatly  w ith  H aw th o rn e 's  ow n a ttitu d e  tow ard  

P uritan ism . In G oodm an  Brown, the tragic and  the rid icu lous are  un ited , just 

as they w ere in the P u ritan  experience of H aw th o rn e 's  ancestors, a m em ory



w ith  w hich  he w restled  in his w ritings th ro u g h o u t his life. The tale of 

G oodm an Brow n is a tragedy  tha t elicits A risto tle 's p ity  and  terro r bu t 

tem pers tha t response w ith  m odera ting  hum or. This b lend ing  of the tragic 

and  com ic has long been recognized in d ram a .2 T hough less often recognized 

in the n a rra tiv e  form , it is ju st as frequently  em ployed to successful effect, 

cu lm inating  in the tw en tie th  cen tu ry  genre tha t has com e to be te rm ed  black 

h u mo r .

The term  black humor, as it is m ost com m only used , refers to a genre in 

A m erican fiction tha t w as first identified  in the 1960's, a lthough  cred it for the 

p h rase  is genera lly  assigned  to A ndre  Breton in his Anthologie de Vhumor  

noir (1939).3 The genre is so d iverse tha t it is difficult to arrive a t a consensus 

defin ition , b u t A lan R. P ra tt identifies tw o po in ts of critical agreem ent:

Black h u m o r involves the h um orous trea tm en t of w h a t is 

g ro tesque, m orbid , or terrifying. A nd w hile it b itterly  ridicules 

institu tions, value system s, and  trad itions, black h u m o r offers 

ne ither explicit nor im plicit p roposals for im prov ing , reform ing 

or changing  the painfu l realities on w hich it focuses.4 

M athew  W inston  w rites tha t "first and  forem ost, it is a tone in lite ra tu re  that 

com bines h o rro r and  fun, the unse ttling  and  the am u sin g "5. Both of these 

defin itions so u n d  as if they w ere w ritten  as a descrip tion  of "Y oung G oodm an 

Brow n." It is no t su rprising , therefore, tha t a num ber of critics have traced 

the orig ins of black h um or to H aw tho rne  as well as to o ther early  A m erican 

w riters.

Brom W eber, for exam ple, finds instances of black h u m o r in the w ritings 

of H aw th o rn e  and  others. H e delineates tw o guidelines w hich  he used  for 

d iscovering  early  black hum or:

First, m any serious, p o st-P u ritan  w riters no t custom arily



considered  h u m o ro u s w ere in fact dark ly  seriocom ic in 

in ten tion  and  result. Second, the view  tha t h u m o r focuses only 

u p o n  trivia and  m erely  p rov ides frivolous am u sem en t is 

con trad icted  by the w ritings of num erous d istingu ished  

A m erican  a u th o rs .6 

T hat he h ad  H aw tho rne  in m ind  as falling w ith in  these gu ide lines is m ade 

clear by the fact tha t the first exam ple he cites is a chap ter from  The House of  

the Seven Gables.

W eber's  assessm ent of H aw to rne  lends substan tia tion  to R ichard H auck 

w ho p rev iously  h ad  d iscerned  the existence of black h u m o r in H aw th o rn e 's  

w orks. H auck  d iscussed tw o of his m ore p rom inen t tales as exam ples:

H aw tho rne  w orked  in bo th  the serious and  com ic m odes to 

dem onstra te  the efficacy of creative action....The instances of 

absu rd  h um or w hich  appea r in H aw tho rne  occur m ost often  in 

stories abou t creators w hose a ttem pts to create fail lud icrously  or 

yield a g ro tesque result. These d istortions are functions of a 

ludicrousness or gro tesqueness w hich characterizes the crea to r's  

h eart and  m ind. R appaccini is comic as w ell as horrify ing, 

fighting evil w ith  evil. H is is a noble effort in its w ay, bu t 

H aw tho rne  m agnifies the inheren t paradox  of the attem pt: 

fighting poison  w ith  po ison  m akes R appaccini the poisoner. 

A ylm er's m edd ling  is of the sam e sort; in try ing  to create 

perfection he ann ih ilates a nearly  perfect reality . The h u m o r of 

"R appaccin i's  D augh ter"  and  "The B irthm ark" is a h u m o r of the 

gro tesque.7

In a b izarre  tw ist of fate, R appaccini, the consum ate m ad-scientist, 

ind irectly  causes the death  of his ow n beloved daugh ter. H e uses her as the



subject of his ow n p erverted  experim entation  by im buing  her w ith  po ison  

w hich , a lth o u g h  m ak ing  her pow erfu l, alienates her from  h u m an ity  an d  

doom s her to solitude. W hen Rappaccini seeks to p rov ide  her w ith  

com pan ionsh ip  by secretly  m ak ing  the handsom e you n g  G iovanni also 

po isonous, the young  couple a ttem p t to re tu rn  to norm alcy  by tak ing  an 

an tid o te  w hich  kills Beatrice. In an  absu rd  inversion, po ison  h ad  m ean t life 

and  the an tido te  has b ro u g h t death . The story  ends w ith  the derisive ta u n t of 

R appaccin i's  scientific rival w ho had  p rov ided  G iovanni w ith  the an tidote:

Just at tha t m om ent, Professor P ietro Baglioni looked forth  from  

the w indow , and  called loudly, in a tone of triu m p h  m ixed w ith  

horror, to the thunder-stricken  m an of science:

"Rappaccini! Rappaccini! A nd is this the u p sh o t of your 

experim ent?" (1005)

A lthough  there is no  laugh ter here, there is in tense ridicule.

In contrast, the end ing  of "The B irthm ark" is p u n c tu a ted  by  a k ind of 

cosm ic laugh ter tha t is elicited by the absurd . A ntic ipating  success, A ylm er 

opens the cu rta in  to let ligh t into the room:

At the sam e tim e, he heard  a gross, hoarse chuckle, w hich  he 

had  long know n as his servant A m inadab 's  expression  of 

delight.

"A h, clod! Ah, earth ly  mass!" cried A ylm er, laughing  in a sort 

of frenzy. "You have served m e well! M atter and  Spirit— E arth 

and  H eaven— have both  done their p a r t in this! Laugh, th ing  of 

senses! You have earned  the right to laugh ."  (779-80)

W hen  G eorg iana dies a sh o rt tim e later, there is m ore laughter:

Then a hoarse, chuckling laugh w as h eard  again! T hus ever does 

the gross Fatality  of Earth exult in its invariab le  triu m p h  over



the im m orta l essence, w hich, in this d im  sphere of half­

developm ent, dem ands the com pleteness of a h igher state. (780) 

This k ind  of vague cosm ic laugh ter at the absu rd ity  of the hum an  condition  

is a hallm ark  of black hum or, and  reaches its fullest expression by H aw tho rne  

in "E than  B rand" (1850).

N ow here  in H aw th o rn e 's  w orks is lau g h te r m ore p rom inen t than  in 

"E than  B rand" w hich  opens w ith  the lim e-burner and  his son h earing  the 

ap p ro ach in g  E than  Brand:

...they heard  a roar of laughter, no t m irthfu l, bu t slow , and  

even solem n, like a w ind shak ing  the boughs of the forest.

(1051)

The fa ther in te rp re ts  the strange laugh ter innocuously  as:

som e d ru n k en  m an...som e m erry  fellow  from  the b ar-room  in 

the village, w ho dared  not laugh loud  enough  w ith in  doors, lest 

he sh o u ld  b low  the roof of the house  off. (1051)

The frigh tened  child  is m ore sensitive than  his father, how ever, and  notes 

tha t "he  does no t laugh  like a m an that is g lad" (1051). W hen E than Brand 

appears, he identifies h im self as the person w ho has been seeking the 

U n p ardonab le  Sin, and , in response to the query  of the lim e-burner, he states 

tha t he found it in h is ow n  heart:

A nd then , w ith o u t m irth in his countenance, bu t as if m oved  by 

an inv o lu n ta ry  recognition of the infinite absu rd ity  of seeking  

th ro u g h o u t the w orld  for w hat w as the closest of all th ings to 

him self, an d  looking into every  heart, save his ow n, for w hat 

w as h id d e n  in no other breast, he broke into a laugh of scorn. 

(1054)

This passage is yet ano ther s ta tem ent of H aw th o rn e 's  assertion  of the irony
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th a t evil or sin  is no t an ex ternal force personified  by the devil, b u t ra ther 

finds its hom e in the h u m an  heart.

At this po in t, H aw tho rne  also m akes a brief com m entary  on the b izarrely  

sin iste r characteristics tha t laughter m ay som etim es take on:

L aughter, w hen  ou t of place, m istim ed, or bu rs tin g  forth  from  a 

d iso rd ered  state  of feeling, m ay be the m ost terrible m odu la tion  

of the h u m an  voice. The laugh ter of one asleep, even  if it be a 

little  ch ild— the m ad m an 's  laugh— the w ild, scream ing  laugh 

of a b o rn  idiot, are sounds tha t w e som etim es trem ble to hear, 

and  w ou ld  alw ays w illingly forget. Poets have im agined  no 

u tterance of fiends or hobgoblins so fearfully app ro p ria te  as a 

laugh. (1054-5)

These com m ents abou t the po ten tially  s in iste r n a tu re  of laugh ter ind irectly  

m ake a rela ted  assertion  abou t hum or also hav ing  a potential d a rk  side, for 

lau g h te r m ay be a n a tu ra l reaction to even the m ost d ire  circum stances. This 

is the fu ndam en ta l p rincip le  on w hich the concept of black h u m o r is based, 

an d  the h u m o r w hich  insp ires Ethan B rand 's laugh ter at his ow n tragic yet 

ironic s itu a tio n  is und en iab ly  black hum or. H is vaguely  m alevo len t laugh ter 

seem s to com e in response to a sort of cosm ic or supern a tu ra l joke tha t has 

been played on him , for he had  been, according to the legend, enticed by his 

conversations w ith  the fiend of the furnace to seek around  the w o rld  for the 

U nforg ivable Sin, only  to d iscover it in his ow n heart.

E than Brand reveals tha t the U npardonab le  Sin is a k ind of in tellectual 

p resu m p tio n  an d  tha t he w ou ld  accept again  w ith o u t hesita tion  the aw ful 

p u n ish m e n t th a t goes w ith  it. This p ro n o u n cem en t causes the lim e-bu rner to 

conclude tha t E than  is a m adm an, and  he begins to feel uncom fortab le  there 

alone w ith  him . H e is rescued , how ever, by the laugh ter of the ap p roach ing
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tow nspeop le :

L aughing  boisterously , and  m ingling  all their voices together in 

uncerem onious talk, they now  b u rs t into the m oonsh ine  and  

n arro w  streaks of fire-light tha t illum inated  the open  space 

before the lim e-kiln. (1057)

H um or an d  its a tten d an t laugh ter are p erh ap s  the only p ro tec tion  availab le to 

m ank ind  ag ain st ab su rd ity  and  the unknow n.

A nother instance of d ark  h um or involves the old G erm an  Jew , a 

m ysterious and  vaguely  sin ister character, w ho seem s to confron t E than  

Brand. H e is a trave ling  show m an  w ho hap p en s along at the sam e tim e as the 

tow nspeop le  and  p u ts  on a pathetic d isp lay  of historic p ic tures w ith  a 

d io ram a:

W hen w ith  m uch m errim en t a t its abom inable deficiency of 

m erit, the exhibition w as concluded, the G erm an  b ad e  little Joe 

p u t his head  into the box. V iew ed th rough  the m agnify ing  

glasses, the boy 's round  rosy visage assum ed the s trangest 

im aginable aspect of an  im m ense, T itanic child, the m ou th  

g rinn ing  broad ly , and the eyes and  every  o ther feature, 

overflow ing  w ith  fun a t the joke. Suddenly , how ever, tha t 

m erry  face tu rn ed  pale, and  its expression tu rned  to horror; for 

this easily im pressed and  excitable child had  becom e sensible 

tha t the eye of E than Brand w as fixed u p o n  him  th ro u g h  the 

glass. (1061)

O nce again  lau g h te r has been b lended  w ith  ho rro r though  in an u n typ ica l 

so rt of inverted  w ay, for here terror obliterates the laughter.

Later in  the story , the absurd ity  of E than B rand 's quest is g iven concrete 

illustration  by H aw th o rn e 's  detailed descrip tion  of a large o ld  dog  w hich
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begins chasing its tail:

But, now , all of a sudden , this grave and  venerable qu ad rap ed , of 

his ow n m ere notion, and  w ithou t the sligh test suggestion  from  

anybody  else, began  to run  round  after his tail, w hich, to 

heighten  the absu rd ity  of the proceeding, w as a g rea t deal shorter 

than  it shou ld  have been. N ever w as seen such head long  

eagerness in p u rsu it of an  object that could not possib ly  be 

atta ined; never w as heard  such a trem endous o u tb reak  of 

grow ling, snarling, bark ing , and snapp ing— as if one end  of the 

rid icu lous b ru te 's  body  w ere at dead ly  and  m ost unforg ivable 

enm ity  w ith  the other. (1062)

The b izarre  perform ance ceased as su d d en ly  as it had  begun, hav ing  caused 

un iversal laugh ter am ong those p resen t, bu t the reaction of E than  Brand 

d isqu ie ts  the others:

...m oved, it m ight be, by a perception of som e rem ote analogy 

betw een his ow n case and  tha t of the se lf-pursu ing  cur, he broke 

in to  the aw ful laugh, w hich, m ore than  any  o ther token, 

expressed  the condition  of his inw ard  being. From  tha t m om ent, 

the m errim ent of the p arty  w as at an end; they stood  aghast, 

d read in g  lest the inauspicious sound  shou ld  be reverbera ted  

a ro u n d  the horizon , and  tha t m oun tain  w ou ld  th u n d e r it to 

m ountain , and  so the ho rro r be pro longed  u p o n  their ears. (1062) 

In this instance, innocent m errim en t is destroyed  by  horrific lau g h te r a t the 

ab su rd ity  of the hum an  condition  as exem plified by the s itu a tio n  of Ethan 

Brand and  as signified by the rid icu lous perform ance of the dog.

The s to ry  ends ironically w ith  the lim e-burner aw aken ing  to d iscover tha t 

E than B rand has d isappeared , allow ing  the furnace to die dow n. H e states



angrily  tha t he w ou ld  like to have th row n Brand into the furnace. Looking 

in to  the furnace, he discovers the heart of E than Brand b u rn t into w hat 

ap p ea rs  to be especially good lime. The end ing  is doub ly  ironic in tha t E than  

B rand has fulfilled the th rea t m ade in jest by the lim e-burner and  has also 

sign ificantly  enriched  the yield of lime by the con tribu tion  of his ow n body  to 

the furnace. Once again, H aw tho rne  unites the tragic and  the comic in a kind 

of black h u m o r as he laughs w ith  the devil at the absu rd  b u t strangely  

a p p ro p ria te  fate of E than Brand.

The d a rk  side w hich  is so ev iden t in the w ritings of H aw tho rne  is n o t the 

m an ifesta tion  of a d o u r P uritan  disposition , b u t is ra ther a hum orous 

response  to the absu rd ity  of the hum an  condition. From  the seriocom ic 

"Y oung G oodm an  Brow n" to the black hum or of "R appaccin i's  D augh ter,"  

"The B irthm ark" and  "E than  B rand," H aw thorne consisten tly  responds to 

the ab su rd  w ith  an  am bivalen t sm ile or o u trig h t laughter. N ow here , no t 

even  in "The M ay-Pole of M erry-M ount," does he affirm  the P uritan  concept 

of evil. To the contrary , he repeated ly  points to the h u m an  heart as the ironic 

source of evil and  balances this sad tru th  w ith  h um or an d  laughter.



CHAPTER 6

HAW THO RN E'S SHAGGY D OG

By one of those inexplicable literary  quirks, H aw tho rne 's  "M y K insm an, 

M ajor M olineux" w as largely ignored by critics for over a cen tu ry  before 

becom ing perh ap s the m ost scru tin ized  of his stories over the last four 

decades. The sto ry  w as in itially  pub lished  anonym ously  in The Token, b u t 

H aw th o rn e  passed  it over w hen  m aking  his selections for inclusion  in Twice  

Told Tales (1837) and  in Mosses from  an Old Manse  (1846). H e finally d id  

include it in The Snow-Image  (1851), b u t positioned  as the last sto ry  in  the 

volum e. W ithou t any  o th e r su p p o rtin g  evidence, this ap p a re n t au th o ria l 

neglect and  te rm inal position ing  w ere in terp re ted  by som e as ind icating  

H aw th o rn e 's  d issatisfaction  w ith  the story , and  this probably  helped  insp ire 

the critical neglect. The location of "M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux" in the 

volum e, how ever, w as likely the result of its delayed  arrival at the pub lisher, 

it being  one of the last stories located ow ing  to its early  original pub lication  

date.

There is no reco rded  com m entary  by H aw thorne on the story , b u t he 

m igh t well have h ad  it in m ind  w hen he w ro te  in the preface to The Snow-  

Image:

In you th , m en are ap t to w rite m ore w isely than  they really 

know  or feel; and  the rem ainder of life m ay be no t id ly  sp en t in 

realiz ing  and  convincing them selves of the w isdom  w hich  they

73
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u tte red  long ago. The tru th  tha t w as only in the fancy then  m ay 

have since becom e a substance in the m ind  and  h ea rt.1

It w ou ld  seem  th a t H aw thorne found  increasing satisfaction and  p rid e  in his 

earlier stories, and  it w ould  be difficult to argue that "M y K insm an, M ajor 

M olineux" w as no t am ong the best of those early  efforts.

Q. D. Leavis is generally  cred ited  w ith  in itia ting the b u rgeon ing  in terest in 

"M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux" in the sem inal 1951 essay, "H aw th o rn e  as 

P o e t"2 w hich  advocates a p o litica l/h is to rica l in terp reta tion . In the 

in terven ing  decades, the com plexities of the story  have been u n rav e led  and 

exam ined th ro u g h  d iverse approaches w hich  m ay loosely be categorized  as: 

h istorical, psychological and  m y th ic /ritu a lis tic  (w ith som e overlap  am ong  the 

three). The sto ry  has, for exam ple, been variously  in terp re ted  as an 

h is to rica l/p o litica l allegory for the young  Am erica, as a psychological 

d ram atiza tio n  of the rejection of father by son and as a rite of passage into 

m anhood  for a you n g  m an .3 A lthough  each of the approaches has its ow n 

valid ity , the end  resu lt, as R obert A bram s has observed, is tha t "very  little has 

been ag reed  upon ...fo r H aw tho rne  has constructed  an elusive and  am biguous 

tale w hich  resists decisive in te rp re ta tio n ."4 The problem , how ever, is no t 

really tha t the s to ry  "resists" in terp re ta tion , b u t ra ther th a t it inv ites so m any 

d ifferen t approaches. This is fru s tra ting  for those w ho feel com pelled  to 

choose a "defin itive"  in terp re ta tion , b u t it seem s clear th a t H aw tho rne , w ith 

charac teristic  am bivalence5, in ten tionally  dev ised  m u ltip le  levels of 

in te rp re ta tio n  w hich  he skillfully w ove together. It is a d is to rtion , therefore, 

to assert th a t one of the approaches shou ld  take p recedence over the  others, 

for as Jam es D uban  has noted, "psychological, m ythical an d  h istorical factors 

h arm on ize  in 'M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux ." '6 This com plex  d iversity  is 

the gen ius of the story , though  som e have categorized it as yo u th fu l over­



reach ing  on  H aw th o rn e 's  p a rt to b ring  so m any d iverse elem ents to bear in 

the sam e s to ry .7 The fact tha t underm ines this criticism  is tha t the sto ry  seem s 

to w o rk  on all of these levels and  to sustain  a richness of m eaning  tha t has 

a ttrac ted  so m uch critical atten tion .

W hat needs investigation , how ever, is the m ethod  by w hich  H aw th o rn e  

achieves h arm ony  am ong the d iverse levels of in te rp re ta tion . The m e th o d  by 

w hich  they coexist and  indeed  coalesce w ith in  the sam e sto ry  has yet to be 

satisfactorily  explained. D uban  has suggested  tha t his theory  of the o rig in  of 

R ob in 's  nam e accom plishes th is8, b u t his ev idence is c ircum stantial and  has 

the fu rth e r d isadv an tag e  of w ork ing  only w hen  the reader has the specialized  

k n ow ledge  abou t un iq u e  connotations of the nam e. A m ore viable 

exp lanation  can be found  in  the basic s truc tu re  of the story  w hich  has here-to- 

fore been  overlooked.

W hile m ost critics have acknow ledged  the presence of h u m o r in the 

s to ry 9, none  has recognized  the central role w hich it p lays in its structu re .

"M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux" is essentially  a humorous tale 10 s tru c tu re d  

on a type of joke w hich  w e have com e to know  as a shaggy dog story— "a 

p ro trac ted  m ulti-ep isod ic  n arra tive  concluded by a n on -sequ itu r or a trocious 

p u n ." 11 V iew ing the tale as a shaggy dog story, Robin is the b u tt of the joke as 

he w an d ers  abou t the tow n  seeking his su p posed ly  esteem ed uncle b u t m eets 

w ith  hostility  and  derisive laugh ter in a p ro trac ted  series of inquiries. These 

inc iden ts becom e increasingly  perp lex ing  and  serve to create the air of 

incongru ity  and  frustration  tha t is characteristic of the typical shaggy dog  

story . A fter arriv ing  a t a h igh  level of suspense an d  consternation , the story  

cu lm inates w ith  an  unexpected  tw ist, d ispelling  the incongru ity  and  rep lacing  

it w ith  irony. This h u m o ro u s fram ew ork  serves as a un ify ing  form  into 

w hich  H aw th o rn e  has w oven  the  o ther levels of m ean ing  w ith o u t m ak ing
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any  of them  either su p erio r or subo rd ina te  to the others. Take aw ay  the joke, 

how ever, and  the en tire  sto ry  collapses.

W hile the shaggy  dog  story  is a p ro d u c t of the tw entieth  century , Eric 

P artridge notes tha t its roots can be traced back to the ancient G reeks12. The 

p rincipal elem ents w hich  d istingu ish  a shaggy  d og  story  are leng th  (often to 

the p o in t of exasperation  for the listener) and  the unexpected  end ing . Both of 

these criteria are unquestionab ly  m et by  "M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux," 

and  one exam ple of a proto typical shaggy dog story  recalled by P artridge bears 

a no tab le  resem blance to the form  of H aw th o rn e 's  story. In "The M ysterious 

N o te "13, a young  officer visiting  Paris picks up  a note  accidentally  d ro p p ed  by 

a you n g  lady. U nable to catch up w ith  the girl and  unable to read French, he 

m akes a series of a ttem pts to have various peop le translate  it for him . In each 

incident, a friendly  person  upon  read ing  the no te  inexplicably becom es 

ex trem ely  hostile tow ard  h im , just as Robin is m et w ith  hostility  w h en  he 

m en tions M ajor M olineux. For exam ple, a t one p o in t the young  officer show s 

the no te  to his fiancee's father, w ho u p o n  read ing  it breaks off the 

engagem en t and  has h im  th row n  ou t of his house. The story  ends w h en  the 

note  is lost w ith o u t the contents being revealed , a le t-dow n that, accord ing  to 

Partridge, is no t typical of the shaggy dog sto ry 's  unexpected end ing  and  does 

no t resem ble H aw th o rn e 's  ending . The s tru c tu ra l parallels be tw een  the tw o 

stories are unm istakab le , how ever, and  s tren g th en  the assertion  th a t "M y 

K insm an, M ajor M olineux" is indeed  a h u m o ro u s tale.

That the sto ry  is essentially  a hum orous piece w as recognized in a review  

of The Snow-Image  in the Literary World  by  the critic Evert D uyckinck  w ho 

lam en ted  tha t the sto ry  shou ld  have had  a "su p e rn a tu ra l conclusion" ra th e r 

th an  a "b road  com ic" one. "The joke," he  w ro te , "w ind ing  u p  th is series of 

beau tifu lly  d raw n  p ic tu res is, that the trave lle r 's  d istingu ished  k insm an  is
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It is the kind of conclusion, how ever, tha t is characteristic of the shaggy  dog 

story , and  H aw tho rne  has p rov ided  n um erous signals to the reader to expect 

a h u m o ro u s  reso lu tion .

H aw th o rn e  begins to signal his h um orous in ten t in the first p a rag rap h  

w hen  he requests tha t the reader "d ispense w ith  an account of the tra in  of 

circum stances, tha t h ad  caused m uch tem porary  in flam m ation  of the po p u la r 

m ind"  (68). A lthough  this request does no t necessarily com pletely  d ism iss the 

historical context of the story, it does seem  to de-em phasize and  relegate it to 

the background . The tenuous d a ting  of the adven tu res as hav ing  "chanced  

upon  a su m m er n igh t, no t far from  a h u n d red  years ago" (68) seem s 

calcula ted ly  am biguous, a favorite technique of H aw tho rne 's . A lthough  the 

story  canno t be d ivorced  from  its historical context, it w as clearly not m ean t to 

be confused  w ith  historical fact nor to be associated w ith  a specific historical 

incident. The open ing  p a rag rap h 's  significance is as a fo reshadow ing  device 

tha t sets u p  the pu n ch  line and  becom es tru ly  m eaningfu l only  at the 

conclusion of the story.

H aw th o rn e  also show ed  h um orous in ten t in his choice of a nam e for 

R obin 's uncle. The nam e M olineux is ironic, for it w ou ld  have been  

associated  by his readers w ith  W illiam  M olineux , a w ell-know n Boston 

m erchan t w ho, in s ta rk  contrast to M ajor M olineux, w as a rebel o rgan izer in 

p re-R evolu tionary  tim es (1483, N ote 68.1). It is a case of H aw th o rn e  w ink ing  

com ically at his reader, a signal w hich the m odern  reader fails to discern.

A no ther m ore read ily  observable signal of the h um orous in ten t is the 

descrip tion  of Robin in the second p a rag rap h  (68-9) w hich em phasizes his 

p lain , sim ple  and  unp re ten tious  coun try  origins. As D aniel G. H offm an  has 

p o in ted  o u t15, Robin is m odelled  on the Yankee bum pkin , a stock com ic
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h im  to the tow n  seem s to be sardonically  am used  as he ho lds his lan tern  up  

to su rvey  the coun try  boy fum bling  aw kw ard ly  th ro u g h  his pockets to find 

the fare he has prom ised . This is obviously  the coun try  boy 's  first v isit to the 

big  city. H is hom e-m ade clothes are w orn  bu t w ell-repaired , and  his three- 

co rnered  h a t p robab ly  had  belonged  to his father. H is un fam iliarity  w ith  the 

tow n  and  its custom s is em phasized  by the fact tha t he carries a heavy oak 

c u d g e l16, a w eapon  w hich  is unnecessary  and inappropria te . H e is the 

com plete  naif from  head  to toe and  the perfect p ro tagon ist for a shaggy dog  

story.

R ob in 's  appearance and  his ensu ing  ad ven tu res are incongruous w ith  the 

form al tone ad o p ted  by the narra to r. M ark Tw ain, w ho  iden tified  the 

h u m o ro u s  sto ry  as a un iquely  A m erican art form , w ro te  th a t it is " to ld  

g ravely"  and  tha t the teller "does his best to conceal the fact tha t he even 

d im ly  suspects  tha t there is any th ing  funny  about it."17 The n arra to r refers to 

the ferry  as R obin 's "conveyance," describes his stockings as "incontrovertib le  

h an d iw o rk ,"  and  notes tha t his w allet d o esn 't " incom m ode" his "v igorous 

sh o u ld e rs ."  The vocabulary  is com pletely  incongruous to the subject m atter 

and  trea ts  the coun try  la d 's  first visit to tow n w ith  the form ality  d u e  to a head 

of sta te  v isiting  a foreign land. It serves to convey the p rep o stero u s feeling of 

self-im portance w hich  is to be R obin’s undoing. In its incongru ity , the form al 

tone is therefore subverted  and  m ade a m ock-form al fo reshadow ing  of the 

im p en d in g  hum ilia tion  of Robin. This excessively form al tone is m ain ta ined  

th ro u g h o u t the story  until R obin 's self-im portance is com plete ly  deflated  by 

the su d d e n  revelation  of his uncle 's  actual s itua tion , and  the joke has been 

accom plished .

As has already  been noted, a key elem ent of the shaggy  dog  story is the



p ro trac ted  series of incongruous incidents w hich serve to puzzle  and  frustra te  

b o th  the p ro tagon ist and  the audience. R obin 's four encounters w ith  the 

various  tow nspeop le  certain ly  fulfill this qualification. O ver the course of the 

inc iden ts, he p rogresses from  com ically naive exp lanations for the m ysterious 

behav io r to o u trig h t aggressive hostility  on his ow n part. By the fou rth  

inciden t, w e are no neare r to a rational exp lanation  for the to w nspeop le 's  

trea tm en t of Robin than  at the outset, b u t ou r patience has been stre tched  (as 

has R obin 's), and  o u r expectation  is tha t som eth ing  m u st h ap p en  th o u g h  w e 

know  no t w hat.

R obin 's first s trange  encoun ter is w ith  the citizen w ho has the o d d  hab it of 

u tte r in g  tw o successive hem s w ith  a "pecu liarly  so lem n and  sepu lch ra l 

in tonation" (70). Robin accosts the m an ineptly  by tugg ing  at his coat w hile 

m ak ing  a low  bow  and  asking for the w hereabou ts  of his k insm an 's  dw elling. 

O v erheard  by the barbers, w hose shop they h ap p en  to be outside, R obin 's 

qu ery  curiously  causes them  to im m ediately  stop w ork  and  com e to the door. 

The citizen, as H aw th o rn e  term s him , reacts w ith  "excessive anger and  

annoyance" o rd erin g  Robin to let go of his garm ent, d isavow ing  any 

know ledge  of the p erson  being  sought, an d  th rea ten ing  to have Robin p u t in 

the stocks by daylight. The rebuke is in te rru p ted  by his tw o sepu lchra l hem s 

"like a th ough t of the cold grave ob trud ing  am ong w rath fu l passions." A t 

once sin ister and  rid icu lous, the incident is p u n c tu a ted  by  a roar of laugh ter 

from  the barber shop . Shaken b u t indom itab le , Robin invents an  exp lanation  

th a t verges on the silly— he had , he decides, accidentally  picked on  a n o n ­

res id en t of the tow n w ho w as not therefore fam iliar w ith  his em inen t 

k insm an , and  the barbers had  laughed  at this foolish m istake. Satisfied w ith 

th is reason ing , Robin con tinues on his w ay  and  soon becom es "en tan g led  in a 

succession of crooked and  narrow  streets" (70). Robin has lost his w ay



physically  and  m etaphorically  a lthough  he him self is no t yet aw are of it.

The second inc iden t involves the innkeeper (72-3) w hose p rofessional 

courtesy  Robin foolishly m istakes for recognition  of his k insh ip  to M ajor 

M olineux (Robin im agines tha t the innkeeper has detected  a fam ily 

resem blance). W hen he inquires for d irections to M ajor M olineux 's  dw elling, 

the p a trons of the inn surge tow ard  him  w hich he again m isin terp re ts  as 

eagerness to becom e his guide. The innkeeper looks at a w an ted  poster on the 

w all and  suggests tha t the descrip tion  of the runaw ay  servan t fits Robin, 

w hose first instinct is to stand  and  fight w ith  his cudgel. As he becom es aw are 

of a "strange  hostility  in every countenance" (73), how ever, he  w isely  decides 

to retreat, and  the incident is once again p u nctua ted  by general laugh ter 

em an a tin g  from  the inn. He ra tionalizes the incident w ith  an o th er m istaken  

assum ption  tha t the hostility  w as caused  by his adm ission  tha t he has no 

m oney and  finds it s trange that his being  related to M ajor M olineux does not 

ou tw eigh  this shortcom ing. H e im agines w h at he w ou ld  do to one of the 

ru d e  p a tro n s w ith  his cudgel if he h ad  him  on his ow n te rrito ry  ou t in the 

w oods.

Robin becom es m ore cautious and  ten tative after this second inc iden t and 

w anders  th ro u g h  the crow ds of dressed  u p  tow nspeople w ho are ou t 

p ro m en ad in g  and  show ing  off their finery. The contrast betw een  their dress 

and  R obin 's m arks h im  as starkly  o u t of place, and  gaw king ludicrously , he 

suffers "som e rebukes for the im pertinence of his scru tiny  in to  peop le 's  faces"

(74). There seem s to be an im plied scorn  for these p rim p in g  d and ies on the 

p a rt of the narra to r, as the contrast also serves to rid icule the m eretric ious 

attire  and  s tru ttin g  behavior of the tow nspeople. As he w an d ers  the crow ded 

streets fearful of ask ing  his question, Robin is startled  by a fam iliar 

so u n d — the tap p in g  cane and tw o sepu lch ra l hem s—and  he im m ediately
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flees. T ired and  hungry , his frustra tion  has reached a level w here  he 

ch ild ish ly  begins to consider using  his cudgel to d em and  the inform ation  he 

requ ires.

The th ird  incident involves the w om an w ith  the red  petticoa t w hom  

Robin notices behind  a half-opened door. H e decides to try  his luck here and  

app roaches the door. C harm ed  by spark ling  eyes and  a h in t of scarlet petticoat, 

he asks politely  for the w hereabou ts of M ajor M olineux 's dw elling. H e is 

g reeted  no t by  im m ediate hostility  bu t, quite the opposite , by en ticem ent as 

the beau tifu l w om an  announces to him  tha t "M ajor M olineux dw ells here"

(75). T hough  he finds the w om an  alluring, Robin hesita tes (the b u ild in g  w ith  

a s to re fro n t d o esn 't fit his im age of M ajor M olineux 's dw elling), and  he slyly 

requests  tha t she have M ajor M olineux com e to the doo r so he can speak  to 

him . She responds tha t the M ajor is asleep and  cannot be d istu rbed  b u t that 

she no tes a strong  fam ily resem blance and  is su re  he w ou ld  w an t h im  to 

com e in. She m ocks Robin fu rth er by  lud icrously  suggesting  that his clothes 

resem ble w h at the M ajor w ears. She takes his hand  and  is abou t to d raw  him  

inside  w hen  the noise of an  open ing  door startles her. She ab rup tly  closes the 

door, an d  the abandoned  Robin is soon sleepily accosted by the night- 

w atchm an  th rea ten ing  to p u t h im  in the stocks if he d o e sn 't get hom e. He 

hesita tes to ask his usual question  and, by the tim e he gets it out, the 

w atchm an  d isappears  a ro u n d  the corner. H e does seem  to hear, how ever, the 

sound  of d row sy  laugh ter dow n  the street and  "a p leasan t titter sa lu ted  him  

from  the open  w indow  above his head" (76). H earing  footsteps w ith in  Robin 

resists " tem p ta tion" and  runs aw ay. Once again, how ever, the ep isode 

te rm inates w ith  hostile  th reats p u nctua ted  by laugh ter. W hile psychological 

critics have had  a field day  w ith  this particu lar ep isode, it need  no t be read  as 

any th in g  m ore com plicated than  ano ther step  in the shaggy  dog story. As
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H aw th o rn e  w ell knew , no th ing  could be im agined  tha t is better su ited  to 

m ake a m ale character ap p ea r foolish than  a p re tty  g irl.18

E xhausted  by his w anderings and  the three w eird  encounters w ith  

tow nspeop le , R obin 's frustra tion  reaches such  a desperate  level tha t he 

a lm ost believes h im self to be u n d er an enchan tm en t. H is co nsterna tion  is 

fu rth er m agnified  w hen  he is tw ice accosted by m en in ou tland ish  d ress w ho 

in itia lly  speak  g ibberish  and  then curse h im  in p la in  English w hen  he fails to 

com prehend . H e is on  the p o in t of knocking on doors w hen the fou rth  

encoun ter takes place. H e blocks the w ay of a bulky, m uffled s tranger w ith  his 

oak  cudgel and  recites the now  familiar: "Tell me, this instant, w hereabou ts  is 

the dw elling  of m y k insm an, M ajor M olineux?" (77). W hen the s tran g er in a 

g ru ff b u t fam iliar voice th rea tens to strike him , Robin is insistent. T h rusting  

the  larger end  of his oak cudgel into the m an 's  face, he m akes the ironic 

s ta tem en t "I 'm  no t the fool you  take me for" (77), and  repeats his question  

once m ore. Instead  of forcing his w ay, the m an steps back into the m oonlight, 

unm uffles  his face and  tells Robin "W atch here an h ou r, and  M ajor 

M olineux w ill pass by" (78). The "unp receden ted  physiognom y" of the m an 

shocks Robin for it is none o ther than a m em orable m an  w hom  he h ad  seen 

earlier at the inn  and  w hose singu lar appearance consists in a doub le  bu lg ing  

forehead, a hooked nose, shaggy eyebrow s and  fiery eyes. The shock is 

in tensified  by the fact tha t the face is now  pain ted  half b lazing red and  half 

m id n ig h t black. W ith the s tranger g rinn ing  diabolically  at him , Robin can 

only  com m ent: "S trange th ings w e travellers see!" (78). This tim e there is no 

laugh ter, bu t only  the devilish  grin  of the s tranger. In a few m om ents, Robin 

has satisfactorily  ra tionalized  the bizarre appearance of the stranger (though  

w e are  no t told specifically how ) as he w aits for the appo in ted  tim e of arrival 

of h is k insm an.
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As Robin seeks to am use him self w hile w aiting , he hears a "m u rm u r, 

w hich  sw ep t continually  along the street" (79) and  w as p u n c tu a ted  by periodic 

d is tan t shouts. H e tries to stay  aw ake b u t eventually  drifts into a k ind  of 

reverie inc lud ing  a vision of his fam ily and  hom e w hich ends w ith  his being 

locked out. H e is startled  aw ake by this exclusion, unsu re  of w hether it w as 

real. Since he is cu t off from  his fam ily, bo th  literally and sym bolically , it 

becom es even  m ore u rg en t that he find his k insm an. H e seem s to see M ajor 

M olineux 's face in one of the w indow s bu t is no t sure he w as aw ake a t the 

tim e of the apparition . H aw thorne has created  an air of am bigu ity  tha t 

revives the fru s tra tio n  and  consterna tion  w hich  had  been tem porarily  

am elio ra ted  by the p rom ise  of his k insm an 's  arrival. A bout to fall asleep yet 

hearing  footsteps across the street, Robin shouts in a "loud , peev ish , and  

lam entab le" voice: "H alloo, friend! m ust I w ait here all n igh t for m y 

k insm an , M ajor M olineux?" (81).

This final encoun ter differs m arked ly  from  its predecessors in tha t the 

person  is no rm al looking and  treats him  w ith  concerned k indness as opposed  

to anger and  ridicule. Robin is so befudd led  that instead of ask ing  his usual 

question , he asks w h eth er there really is a M ajor M olineux or h e 's  been 

dream ing . The k ind ly  m an  acknow ledges tha t the nam e is fam iliar and  asks 

Robin to tell h im  his w hole story. He does so w ith o u t going into g reat detail, 

and  the gen tlem an  then  asks him  to describe the m an w ho told h im  tha t the 

M ajor w ou ld  be passing  by there. C onfirm ing  tha t the inform ation  is p robably  

accurate, he decides to w ait w ith Robin to see w hat will happen .

H aw th o rn e 's  n arra to r is a careful story-teller w ho seem s to w ink  at the 

reader, h in ting  tha t he know s m ore than  is being  openly  expressed , yet never 

revealing  any  h u m o ro u s  intent. H e does, how ever, create an  increasingly  

ironic and  incongruous tone th rough  a series of repetitions tha t signal the
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reade r w ith o u t com prom ising  the n a rra to r 's  seriousness (an essential 

e lem ent to the telling of a h u m o ro u s tale). Robin is repea ted ly  described  as 

"sh rew d " e ither by the n arra to r o r Robin him self, in sp ite  of the fact that it 

becom es increasingly  ev iden t tha t he is in fact not at all sh rew d . Each of the 

inciden ts invo lv ing  inquiries ab o u t M ajor M olineux 's residence is clim axed 

by an unexpected  and  usually  v io len t response and, except for the last, is 

te rm inated  by som e form  of laugh ter d irected , for am biguous and  

unexp la ined  reasons, at Robin. In each instance, Robin a ttem p ts  to explain 

the inco n g ru ity  w ith  ra ther fa tuous devices of his im agination . These 

exp lanato ry  though ts  are usually  posed  as d irect quo ta tions of Robin, 

a llow ing  the n a rra to r to rem ain  noncom m itta l abou t the va lid ity  of R obin 's 

excuses for the behav io r tow ard  him . This absence of com m ent creates an  air 

of objectivity  that, coupled  w ith  the repea ted  inadequacy  of the explanations, 

invites the read e r 's  scru tiny  and  skepticism . Furtherm ore, in the inciden t at 

the inn  the n a rra to r uses am bigu ity  to insinuate  doubt: "B ut the  innkeeper 

tu rn ed  his eyes to the w ritten  p ap er on the wall, w hich he read , o r seem ed  to 

re a d "  (73, em phasis  added). In the encoun ter w ith  the w om an  in the red 

petticoat, Robin seem s curiously  obliv ious to her sarcasm  ab o u t his clothing, 

yet a t the sam e tim e is astu te  en ough  to recognize tha t M ajor M olineux likely 

does no t live there. D uring  the stran g e  in terlude w hile Robin is aw aiting  the 

arrival of his k insm an, his percep tions are repeated ly  called into question  by 

the tricks w hich  shadow  and m oon ligh t p lay  on them , and  the reade r has 

g radually  b u t conclusively been convinced tha t Robin is no t a reliable 

in te rp re te r of reality . The n a rra to r 's  delibera te  refrain ing  from  com m enting  

on the inconsistencies in R obin 's in te rp re ta tions of reality  creates an  air of 

suspense  an d  frustra tion  for the reader tha t is characteristic of the shaggy  dog 

story  w hich  m u st be related  w ith  d ead p an  dem eanor in o rd er to achieve its
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o p tim u m  effect. The am biguity  contributes to the overall com ic effect by 

he lp ing  to s tring  the reader along.

At th is po in t, H aw thorne bu ild s  u p  the suspense even  fu rther by hav ing  

Robin w o n d er abou t the d is tan t shouts, m usic and  lau g h te r w hich  seem  to be 

ge tting  closer and  closer. Robin expresses a w ish to join the p a rty  since he has 

no t h ad  m uch cause to laugh since leaving hom e, b u t the gen tlem an  advises 

h im  to sit dow n , rem ind ing  h im  tha t his kinsm an shou ld  be by in a very  few 

m inu tes. A lthough  Robin appears  to rem ain  naively  unsuspecting , the reader 

has certain ly  by now  begun  to infer som e connection betw een  the noise and 

M ajor M olineux. W hen the b izarre  p a rad e  finally arrives, H aw th o rn e  

describes a surrealistic  carnival a tm osphere, filled w ith  chaos and  d isco rdan t 

noise. The red and  black faced stranger, on  horseback and  in m ilitary dress, 

ap p ea rs  to be leading  the confused procession and stares at Robin as he passes. 

H e com m ands a halt w hich causes the crow d to fall v irtually  silen t and:

R ight before R obin 's eyes w as an uncovered  cart. There the 

torches blazed the brightest, there the m oon  show n  ou t like day, 

an d  there, in tar-and-feathery  dignity , sate  his k insm an, M ajor 

M olineux!" (85).

This is the pun ch  line of the shaggy dog story. Before the laugh ter can 

begin, how ever, H aw thorne is careful to describe the d isgraced  M ajor 

M olineux in ex travagan tly  pathetic  term s:

His face w as pale as death , and  far m ore ghastly; the broad  

forehead w as contracted  in  agony, so tha t h is eyebrow s form ed 

one grizzled  line; his eyes w ere red and  w ild , and  the foam  hung  

w hite  upon  his qu ivering  lip. His w hole fram e w as ag itated  by a 

quick, and  continual trem or, w hich his p rid e  strove to quell, 

even  in those circum stances of o verw helm ing  hum ilia tion"
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(85).

This "head  that h ad  g row n grey in honor" is ind ispu tab ly  a tragic ra th e r than  

a com ic figure and  evokes the app rop ria te  response from  his nephew . Robin 

exchanges a stare  w ith  his poor uncle, his knees shake, and he experiences the 

A risto telian  tragic em otions of p ity  and te rro r follow ed by a catharsis of his 

em otions that is signaled  by "a sort of m ental inebriety" (85).

N ow  that the M ajor's tragedy has been acknow ledged , Robin's com edy 

m ay resum e. The tow nspeop le  from his first th ree encounters reap p ea r in 

reverse o rder laugh ing  at him  again— the w atchm an, the lady of the scarlet 

petticoat, the innkeeper, and  finally the old citizen: "H aw , haw , h aw — hem , 

hem —haw , haw , haw , haw !" (86). C ontrasting  w ith  his "solem n old 

featu res,"  the old citizen 's  laugh ter is like "a funny  inscrip tion on  a tom b­

stone" (86). T hen Robin seem s to hear the voices of the barbers, the inn 

p a trons , and  of all w ho had  laughed at h im  tha t night. Finally, as the laugh ter 

sp read s  to the m u ltitu d e  and  reaches a clim actic crescendo:

All a t once, it seized upon  Robin, and  he sen t forth a sh o u t of 

laugh ter tha t echoed th rough  the street; every  m an  shook  his 

sides , every  m an em ptied  his lungs, b u t R obin 's shou t w as the 

loudest there (86).

Robin has finally got the joke tha t has e luded  him  all n igh t long.

It is critical to u n d ers tan d  that Robin's g reat laugh ter is d irected  no t a t the 

p itiab le  old M ajor M olineux (as has been erroneously  assum ed)19 b u t at 

himself, the bu tt of the joke, the naive p ro tagon ist of the shaggy d og  story. To 

im agine tha t Robin w ou ld  laugh at his d isgraced  uncle is inapp ro p ria te  and  

un th inkab le . H aw tho rne  has gone to great ex trem es in his detailed  

descrip tion  of the m ajor to indicate tha t there is no th ing  funny ab o u t him , 

and  R obin 's reaction to his uncle 's  s ituation  is p ity  and  terror, entirely
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ap p ro p ria te  em otions u n d e r the circum stances. F urtherm ore , the re tu rn  of 

the tow nspeop le  w hom  he had earlier encoun tered  refocuses ou r a tten tion  

on Robin, and  his laugh ter begins only  u n d e r these entirely  ap p ro p ria te  

c ircum stances. The crow d  continues on, re tu rn in g  to its o rig inal m errim en t 

w hich  does rid icu le  old M ajor M olineux, bu t its behavior is in tu rn  belittled  

by the n arra to r w ho calls it "counterfeited  p o m p " and  "senseless u p ro a r"  (86). 

Robin does no t partic ipa te  in this inanity  and  is left beh ind  in the silen t street 

w ith  the k ind ly  gentlem an.

The story  ends here, b u t a kind of ep ilogue is ap p en d ed  (a doub le  space 

indicates the d ivision). The gentlem an inquires "W ell, Robin, are you 

d ream ing?" (86). A lthough  Robin does not answ er, w e can p rov ide  a rational 

response by v iew ing  the tale in the context of the hum orous shaggy  dog  story. 

In this light, Robin has been dreaming, for he has been o p era ting  u n d e r an 

incorrect set of assum ptions, forem ost am ong  w hich  is the m istaken  belief 

th a t M ajor M olineux is h ighly  esteem ed by the tow nspeople. O nce these false 

assum ptions have been  corrected  by the clim actic unveiling  of M ajor 

M olineux 's  d isgrace, Robin is in effect no longer dream ing. W ith his self­

d irec ted  laughter, he has re tu rned  to reality  and  can face the fu tu re  w ith  a 

new  found  self-reliance. W hether he chooses to rem ain  in the tow n  o r leave, 

he has now  tru ly  becom e a "sh rew d" you th  and  m ay rise in the w orld  

w ith o u t the help  of his k insm an, M ajor M olineux.

H aw th o rn e 's  shaggy dog story of a country  boy w ho com es to the city to 

seek his fo rtune th ro u g h  p referm en t p rov ides an ideal fram ew ork  for the 

o th e r levels of m ean ing  w hich  he has skillfully  in terw oven  w ith  the hum or. 

V iew ing the tale as a shaggy dog story  does no t interfere w ith  any  of the o ther 

in te rp re ta tions tha t have been assigned to the story , bu t ra ther validates all of 

them  by p ro v id in g  a context in w hich  they can coexist. The h istorical, the



psychological and  the m y th ic /ritu a lis tic  elem ents all coalesce in the joke that 

fate has p layed  on Robin. It is a tribu te  to H aw tho rne 's  y o u th fu l ta len t tha t he 

seem s to have recognized this capacity  of h um or and  utilized  it to such clever 

advan tage .

"M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux" is no t the only H aw th o rn e  tale tha t is 

in ten tionally  and  fundam enta lly  comic. Several of his o ther early  stories 

m ust also be reg ard ed  as hum orous tales. The m ost consp icuous am ong 

these are the lesser know n "The H au n ted  Q uack" (1831), an  uncollected tale 

tha t has been au thoritively  a ttribu ted  to H aw thorne20, and  "M r. 

H ig g inbo tham 's  C atastrophe" (1834). Each of these can stand  alone on its 

h u m o ro u s con ten t and  w as p la in ly  in tended  by H aw tho rne  to be funny. They 

share  the  com m on elem ent of the d ead -pan  Yankee hero  beset by am biguity . 

A t the end  of each, a m isin terp re ta tion  of reality  is reconciled in an  ironic 

tw ist w hich  h igh ligh ts  the foolishness of the hero  and  am uses the reader.

As w ell as being a hum orous tale, "The H aun ted  Q uack"is a sting ing  

ind ic tm en t of certain  m arginal m em bers of the m edical profession. It begins 

w ith  a n a rra to r w ho is in the m idst of a boring  trip  on a canal boat. He 

aw akens a fellow  passenger w ho seem s to be having  a n igh tm are  and  is 

d raw n  into conversation  w ith  the s tranger w hom  he suspects, from  his 

dem ean o r and  appearance, to be som e sort of- crim inal. H is nam e is ironically, 

as will becom e apparen t, H ippocrates jenk ins and  he proceeds to tell how  he 

had  chanced  to becom e appren ticed  to a Doctor E phraim  R am shorne. It is 

soon obvious that, as the village law yer noted , Ephraim  w as "no  m ore a 

doctor than  his jack-ass."(53) H e m akes a fabulous living selling fake 

rem edies, and  H ippocrates soon becom es so adep t at creating  these m edicines 

tha t he becom es ind ispensab le  to his em ployer.

Dr. R am shorne m eets an un tim ely  end  w hen, after d in in g  w ith  his friend



Squire G obbledow n, he com plains of not feeling well, and  H ippocrates treats 

h im  w ith  his ow n nostrum s, "p o u red  dow n w ith  u n sp a rin g  h an d "  (55). 

F ittingly  enough , R am shorne is done in  by his ow n  fake m edicines 

exo rb itan tly  adm in iste red  by his ow n assistant. G iven this o p p o rtun ity , 

H ippocrates  resolves to, as he accidentally  p u ts  it, "com m ence quacking" (55), 

an d  de te rm in es  tha t "w here  R am shorne had  given one dose, I w ou ld  give 

six" (56). H e successfully takes over R am shorne 's th riv ing  practice and, after a 

perio d  of tim e, is forced to concoct new  rem edies to satisfy his patien ts. M ost 

of these he tests on anim als b u t his m ost ex travagan t creation, com posed  of 

fo rty -n ine ing red ien ts  and  g iven the calculatedly  g rand iose  nam e "The 

A ntido te  to D eath, or the E ternal Elixir of L ongevity" (56), is un tested  w hen  

he  gets a m essage tha t his best custom er, G ranny G ordon, the b lacksm ith 's  

w ife, is in  desperate  need  of a new  m edication. H e sends her a bottle of this 

la test concoction w hich  she incau tiously  drains to the bo ttom  causing  her 

cond ition  to rap id ly  deterio rate . H ippocrates is sum m oned  im m ediately  to 

h er b ed s id e  w here  she haran g u es  against him  for her d e terio ra ting  condition  

and  th rea tens to gain revenge by haun tin g  him . A t this p o in t she apparen tly  

gives u p  the ghost, and  H ippocrates flees into h id ing  in  N ew  York City. Each 

n igh t, how ever, at m idn igh t he is hau n ted  by the ghost of G ranny  G ordon.

H e has been  so torm ented  by these apparitions tha t he is in the process of 

re tu rn in g  to give him self u p  w hen  they reach the tow n  on  the follow ing 

m o rn in g .

T hat m orn ing  as they are d isem bark ing  from  the  canal boat at their 

d estina tion , the young  m an  spots the local sheriff app ro ach in g  along w ith  

G ranny  G o rd o n 's  husb an d  and  is so startled  tha t he falls into the canal. To his 

to tal am azem ent, how ever, the sheriff and  Mr. G ordon  are ecstatic to see 

H ippocrates. A fter fishing him  ou t of the canal they relate how  G ranny
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G ordon  had  not really d ied  bu t ju st sw ooned, and  H ippocrates, instead  of 

h av ing  com m itted  m u rd er, had  once again been  cred ited  w ith  a m iracu lous 

cure. H is m ysterious d isappearance, how ever, had  led them  to believe tha t 

Mr. G ordon , w ho had  been heard  to threaten  him  over the ap p aren t d ea th  of 

his w ife, h ad  killed him . They had  been searching  for his body  and  w ere about 

to try  the b lacksm ith  for m urder. Ironically, H ippocra tes ' "hau n tin g "  had  

been  the p ro d u c t of h is gu ilt-rid d en  im agination, and , ju s t as ironically, the 

ch arla tan  w as now  w elcom ed back to the com m unity  and  held  in even 

g reater esteem  than  before. C on trary  to the expectations tha t had  been created , 

the story  ends absu rd ly  w ith  the "quack" re tu rn ing  h app ily  to his practice, 

a p p a re n tly  un refo rm ed  in sp ite  of the adm on ishm en t of the n a rra to r th a t no t 

all w om en  w ill have n ine  lives.

O rig inally , "M r. H igg inbo tham 's C atastrophe" w as pub lished  in the 

second p a r t of the aborted  S toryteller cycle. It is a h um orous tale, w ith  a 

shaggy  dog  type structu re , w hich  spoofs the h u m an  readiness to believe and  

sp read  gossip. H offm an w rites adm iringly  of it:

We do  no t often th ink  of H aw tho rne  as a com ic au tho r, yet he 

had  his m om ents of com edic grace. H is p ed d le r D om inicus Pike 

is an  early  and  m asterfu l rep resen ta tion  of the Sam Slick 

trad ition , w ith  his p rovincialism , inqu isitiveness, 

resourcefu lness, an d  insouciance.21 

H e also notes that this type of tale, "based on exaggeration  or 

m isin te rp re ta tio n  of new s" m ust have been qu ite  com m on in the early  

n in e teen th  cen tury  and  recounts a sim ilar sto ry  told by  T horeau , b u t 

su p p o sed ly  based  on a true  incident, that also involves m isu n d e rs tan d in g 21.

D om inicus Pike, a traveling  tobacco-pedler, is an  inveterate  gossiper. 

E ncoun tering  a susp icious looking stranger, w ho is travelling  at a noticeably
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de term ined  pace in the opposite  d irection, D om inicus pesters h im  for som e 

new s. A fter hesita ting , the d isrepu tab le  looking m an  w hispers in h is ear that 

“O ld Mr. H igg inbotham , of K im ballton, w as m urdered  in his o rchard , at eight 

o 'clock last n ight, by  an  Irishm an and  a nigger. They s trung  him  up  to the 

b ranch  of a St. M ichael's p ear tree, w here nobody w ould  find h im  till the 

m orn ing"  (189).

In spite of the fact tha t he is aw are tha t this new s could no t possib ly  have 

reached him  so quickly since K im ballton w as sixty m iles aw ay, he eagerly  

begins d issem inating  the sto ry  to everyone he m eets along the road , 

em bellish ing  it w ith  each telling. W hen he stops for the n igh t a t an  inn, 

how ever, he is confronted  by a m an w ho has seen Mr. H igg inbo tham  after 

the tim e tha t the m u rd er supposed ly  took place. Faced w ith  irrefu tab le  

ev idence tha t his juicy sto ry  is false, D om inicus is devasta ted  at this “sad 

resu rrection  of old M r. H igginbotham " (191).

The next m orn ing  on the road, he m eets ano ther s tranger com ing from  

the opposite  d irec tion  and  asks him  if he know s any th ing  abou t Mr. 

H igg inbo tham  being  m urdered  by an Irishm an and  a nigger. The stranger, a 

m ulatto , is curiously  affected by this inqu iry  and issues a com bination  

confirm ation  an d  denial:

No! No! There w as no colored man! It w as an Irishm an  tha t 

hanged  h im  last night, at e igh t o'clock. I cam e aw ay  a t seven! His 

folks can 't have looked for h im  in the o rchard  yet. (192) 

D om inicus is p u zz led  by  the contradictions in this sta tem ent and  especially  by 

the change in tim e for the crim e. H e is prim arily , how ever, overjoyed th a t his 

ru m o r has been resurrected . H e gets to P arker's  Falls and  does such  a good job 

of sp read in g  the ru m o r tha t the local p ap e r com es ou t w ith  a special ed ition  

to cover the story . Basking in the lim elight of being the o rig inato r of the
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new s, D om inicus is once again cu t dow n  to size w hen the stage arrives w ith 

the su p p o sed  v ic tim 's law yer and  niece, bo th  of w hom  testify to Mr. 

H igg in b o th am 's  still being am ong the living. Once again  the sto ry  is p roven  

false, and  D om inicus is chased ou t of tow n  rather uncerem oniously , being hit 

in the m o u th  w ith  a gob of clay. H e resolves to be m ore careful abou t 

believing th a t Mr. H igg inbotham  is dead.

Extrem ely perp lexed , D om inicus continues on his w ay  and  learns from 

atoll ga th ere r ju st ou tside  of K im ballton tha t Mr. H igg inbo tham , 

uncharacteristica lly  incom m unicative and  looking ra th e r ghastly , is on the 

road just ahead  of him . Reflecting tha t perhaps Mr. H igg inbo tham  w as 

re tu rn in g  from  the dead , D om inicus arrives in tow n at ju s t ab o u t eigh t 

o'clock and  resolves to go and see w ith  his ow n eyes if Mr. H igg inbo tham  be 

hanged  o r not. A rriv ing  at the p ear tree, he finds an Irishm an  s trugg ling  w ith  

Mr. H igg inbo tham  and  knocks him  dow n. Ludicrously  obsessed  w ith  his ow n 

concerns, he tu rn s to the trem bling  figure w ith  a noose a ro u n d  his neck and 

callously asks:

"M r. H igginbotham  y o u 're  an honest m an, and  I'll take your

w ord  for it. H ave you been hanged  or not?" (199)

In case the reader has failed to grasp  the situation , H aw tho rne  explains that 

D om inicus has p reven ted  a m u rd e r w hich had  orig inally  been  p lan n ed  by 

three m en, tw o of w hom  successively lost courage and  fled, p o stpon ing  

execution of the deed  and  becom ing D om inicus' in form ers or m ore p roperly  

m isinform ers. The sto ry  ends in a spoof of the typical en d in g  of a rom ance 

w ith  D om inicus m arry ing  the niece and  the grateful M r. H igg inbo tham  

m aking  the ir ch ild ren  his heirs. U nlike Robin w hose fate w as left open- 

ended , D om inicus has been rew arded  w ith  hum orously  ex trav ag an t success.

The h u m o r of the  sto ry  dep en d s on the incongru ity  w hich  D om inicus
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keeps encountering . In the end, the incongruity  is reso lved  by a sim ple 

exp lanation  and, as in "M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux," the seem ingly  absu rd  

becom es perfectly  rational. Once again, a dead -p an  hero  is placed in  a 

s itu a tio n  rep le te  w ith  incongru ity  w hich is then  reso lved  w ith  an  ironic 

tw ist.

"M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux" overshadow s the o ther tw o h u m o ro u s  

tales in its calculated use of the comic elem ent to su p p o rt a com plex d iversity  

of m eaning . The o ther tales do m ake effective com m ent on quackery  and  

ru m o r m ongering , b u t in a d irect and  unsophisticated  w ay tha t pales in 

com parison  to the com plexity  of Robin 's tale. There is no better testam en t to 

H a w th o rn e 's  sense of h u m o r than  the b rillian t m anner in w hich he has 

u tilized  the com ic sp irit in this early  tale.



CONCLUSION

The question  of the true  na tu re  of N athan iel H aw thorne is no t likely ever 

to be conclusively  settled . Too m any years have in tervened and  too m any 

con trad ictions have arisen  for a final position  to be arrived  at w ith  any 

certitude. W hat m ay be reliably ascertained , how ever, is tha t the w eigh t of 

ev idence is aga in st the gloom y, reclusive P uritan  handed  d o w n  to us by 

literary  trad itio n  and  tow ard  a m ore convivial, w ell-balanced ind iv idual. A 

new , m ore in fo rm ed  perspective  of H aw th o rn e  m u st therefore h u m a n ize  his 

im age and  d raw  his character into som e sem blance of balance. H is w ritings 

too m u st be v iew ed  w ith  open-m indedness and  w ithou t p reconcep tion .

O nce the ev idence is review ed, the seem ingly  incongruous assertion  that 

h u m o r p lays a significant role in the w ritings of N athan iel H aw th o rn e  

becom es an  incon trovertib le  fact. W hile m uch  of the h u m o r is subtle , it is 

read ily  d iscern ib le w hen  read ing  the tales and  sketches w ith  an  ear 

u np re jud iced  by  the trad itional conception  of H aw thorne. It p e rv ad es  the 

fabric of v irtually  every  tale appearing  in a variety  of guises: k ind ly  and  light­

hearted  self-deprecation , gentle satire, g ro tesque black h u m o r and  the overt 

joking of the h u m o ro u s tales. O nly the degree to w hich the com ic asserts 

itself is open to a rgum en t on a case by case basis, for there is an 

o verw helm ing  am o u n t of ev idence ind icating , con trary  to trad itio n a l 

p ercep tion , th a t h u m o r w as fundam ental to H aw th o rn e 's  v ision  and  is 

therefore essen tial to o u r u n d ers tan d in g  of his w ritings.

A lthough  H aw th o rn e  clearly evokes an  aw areness of the tragic in the
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h u m a n  cond ition , he confronts it w ith  com ic stoicism  ra th e r than  P u ritan  

gloom . To m iss th is cogent insigh t is to fail to appreciate  the full texture of his 

p rose, robb ing  it of a vivacity tha t is its genius. Yet this h u m o r is not 

som eth ing  tha t has just reappeared . O n the contrary, it has been  there all 

a long  an d , a lth o u g h  unrecognized  an d  u n tou ted , it has con tribu ted  

u n o b tru s iv e ly  to the percep tion  of H aw th o rn e 's  genius.

R em ove the h u m o r and  the tales and  sketches becom e flat an d  one­

d im ensional. W ithou t the com ic, Mr. H ooper becom es a ra th e r d reary  

eccentric, C olonel K illegrew  and  his friends becom e aged  sim pletons, and 

G o o d m an  B row n becom es just ano ther sad , self-deluded  young  m an. Perhaps 

w o rst of all, Robin M olineux, s trip p ed  of his comic guise, becom es a 

hopelessly  obnoxious teenager. O ne could  go on  and  on, defla ting  each tale of 

its v ivacity  by  d istilling  the h u m o r and  leaving them  ev iscerated  an d  lifeless.

In the final analysis, it seem s tha t hum or, unrecogn ized  and  un h era ld ed , 

has a lw ays been  p resen t in the w orks of H aw thorne. T hough  its im pact m ay 

be sub tle , its influence is essential to the effect w hich his w ritings p roduce 

u p o n  the reader. H um or is in trinsic to H aw th o rn e 's  genius, p ro v id in g  tha t 

essen tial e lem en t of hope and  allow ing  the reader to sm ile and  go on, to 

laugh  and  to persevere in the face of absu rd ity  . In tru th , H aw th o rn e  w ou ld  be 

vacuous and  d rab  w ithou t his secret smile.
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CHAPTER 1: THE REAL NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE

1 Knickerbocker IX (april, 1837) 422-5 as quo ted  in "H istorical 

C om m en ta ry ,"  J. D onald  C row ley  in The Centenary Edition o f  the Works of  

N athaniel H aw thorne ,  ed. W illiam  C harvat e t al, vol. IX, Twice-told Tales 

(C olum bus: O hio State U niversity  Press, 1974) 507.

2 Graham’s Magazine, XXIX (A ugust, 1846) 107-8 and  XLV (N ovem ber, 

1854) 492 as quo ted  in"H istorical C om m entary ," J. D onald  C row ley in  The
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Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. W illiam  

C h arv a t et al, vol. X, Mosses from  an Old Manse  (C olum bus: O hio  S tate 

U niversity  Press, 1974) 528-9.

3 H erm an  M elville, "H aw th o rn e  and  his M osses," The W ritings o f  

Herman Melville , The N o rth w este rn -N ew b erry  E dition , V olum e 9, The 

Piazza Tales and Other Prose Pieces, ed. H arriso n  H ayford  (Chicago: 

N orthw estern  U niversity  Press, 1987) 244. The essay w as orig inally  pub lished  

in tw o insta llm en ts in The Literary World for A ugust 17 and  A ugust 24, 1850.

4 M elville 241.

5 Folsom  134.

6 Folsom  132-3. The tw o letters in question  m ay be found in the ir en tire ty  

in The Centenary Edition o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Haivthorne, ed . W illiam  

C h arv a t et al, vol. XV, The Letters 1813-1843 (C olum bus: O hio State 

U niversity  Press, 1974) 494-6 and  605-7.

7 E dw in  M iller, Salem Is M y  Dwelling Place: A  Life o f  Nathaniel 

Haivthorne  (Iow a City: U niversity  of Iowa Press, 1991) 87.

8 M iller 88.

9 M iller 69-70.

!0 M iller 72.

11 M iller 74.

12 N a th an ie l H aw th o rn e  in The Centenary Edition o f  the Works of  

Nathaniel Haivthorne, ed. W illiam  C harvat e t al, vol. Ill, The Blithedale  

Romance and Fanshawe (C olum bus: O hio State U n iversity  Press, 1974) 346. 

F u tu re  references to this w ork  are parenthetical in the text by vo lum e and  

page.

13 M iller 81.



CHAPTER 2: HAWTHORNE SMILES SUBTLY

1 Folsom  135.

2 N a th an ie l H a w th o rn e , Nathaniel Haivthorne: Tales and Sketches, ed. 

Roy H arvey  Pearce (N ew  York: L iterary Classics of the U nited States, Inc., 

1982) 379. All fu tu re  references to this w ork  w ill be cited paren thetically  

w ith in  the text. This ed ition  w as chosen because it includes all of the tales 

and  sketches in a single volum e and  arran g ed  in o rd er of their period ical 

publication . It is an  au tho ritive  ed ition  w ith  text based  on  the defin itive 

Centenary  Edition.

3 Folsom  141.

4 E lliston 's response  is rem iniscent of M ercu tio 's sarcasm  a t the failure of 

his com panions to recognize tha t he is seriously  w ounded : "A ye, aye, a 

scratch , a scratch— m arry , 'tis  enough ."  Romeo and Juliet, Act III, scene 1, line 

79.

5 Folsom  141.

6 Folsom  142.

7 H enn ig  C ohen, "A  Com ic M ode of the Rom antic Im agination: Poe 

H aw th o rn e , M elv ille ,"  in The Comic Imagination in American Literature, 

ed. Louis D. Rubin, Jr. (N ew  Brunswick: R utgers U niversity  Press, 1973) 87.

8 C ohen 89.

9 C ohen 89.

CHAPTER 3: HAWTHORNE SMILES AT HIMSELF

1 M iller 57. The entire ru n  of the pub lication  is transcribed  by  E lizabeth L. 

C h an d le r in "H a w th o rn e 's  Spectator,” N ew  England Quarterly  4 (1931) 289-30. 

A nother exam ple of self-directed hum or in the p ap er is g iven in n o te  17 for
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C h ap te r 6.

2 M iller 57. The "P rospectus" is quo ted  in its en tirety  by Miller.

CHAPTER 4: HAWTHORNE SMILES AT MANKIND

1 G ilbert H ighet, The A na tom y  o f  Satire (Princeton: P rinceton  U niversity  

Press, 1962) 163.

2 M elville 252.

CHAPTER 5: HAWTHORNE LAUGHS WITH THE DEVIL

1 For a d ifferent perspective on this tale, see D aniel H offm an, "Just 

M arried !— In the V illage of the W itches" in Form and Fable in American  

Fiction (N ew  York: W. W. N orton  & C om pany, Inc., 1961) 149-68.

2 A n in teresting  s tu d y  in this area is N icholas Brooke, Horrid Laughter in 

Jacobean Tragedy, (N ew  York: Barnes & Noble, 1979). In d ram atic  tragedy, as 

in the tragic narra tive , there seem s to be a critical reluctance to adm it the 

existence of hu m o r as any th ing  m ore than  a d ram atic  device such as com ic 

relief. Brooke argues effectively against this reluctance.

3 A n d re  Breton, Anthologie de L'humor noir (Paris: J.-J. P auvert, 1966). 

B reton uses excerpts from  a varie ty  of w riters, includ ing  Poe, Swift and  Kafka, 

to illu stra te  tha t b lack h u m o r is a w ay of confron ting  the h u m an  condition.

4 A lan R. Pratt, " In tro d u c tio n ,"  Black Humor: Critical Essays (N ew  York: 

G arland  Publishing, 1993) xix.

5 M athew  W inston, "Black H um or: To W eep w ith  L aughing ,"  Nezv York  

Literary Forum, Vol. 1, 1978, 33.

6 Brom W eber, "The M ode of 'Black H u m o r'"  in The Comic Imagination  

in American Literature, ed. Louis D. Rubin, Jr. (N ew  B runsw ick: R utgers 

U niversity  Press, 1973) 369.



101

7 R ichard  H auck , A  Cheerful Nihilism: Confidence and "The A b su rd "  in 

Am erican Humorous Fiction (B loom ington: In d ian a  U n iversity  Press, 1971) 

238-9.

CHAPTER 6: HAWTHORNE'S SHAGGY DOG

1 N a th an ie l H aw th o rn e , "P reface," The Centenary Edition o f  the Works 

o f  N athaniel Haivthorne, ed. W illiam  C harvat et al, vol. XI,The Snoiv-Image  

and Uncollected Tales (C olum bus: O hio State U niversity  Press, 1974) 6.

2 Q. D. Leavis, "H aw th o rn e  As Poet," Southern Review, 59 (1951) 179-205.

3 For a rep resen ta tive  sam pling  of the critical approaches that have been  

taken  see: Jam es D uban, "R obins and R obinarchs in 'M y K insm an, M ajor 

M olineux ,'"  19th Century Fiction, Dec. 38(3), (1983) 271-288.

4 R obert E. A bram s, "The Psychology of C ognition  in 'M y K insm an,

M ajor M olineux," ' PQ, 58 (1979) 346 n i l .

5 A bram s, 336-7 p rov ides an in teresting  d iscussion  of H aw th o rn e 's  

de libera te  use of am bivalence.

6 D uban, 288.

7 E d w ard  W agenech t, Nathaniel Haivthorne: The M an, His Tales and 

Romances  (N ew  York: The C on tinuum  P ublish ing  C om pany , 1989) 66-72.

8 D uban, 273.

9 Tw o stud ies specifically explore H aw tho rne 's  use of h u m o r in the story: 

Pau l Lew is, Comic Effects: Interdisciplinary Approaches to H um or in 

Literature (Albany: State U niversity  of N ew  York Press, 1989) 91-3 and  M ary 

A llen "Sm iles and  L augh ter in H aw thorne," PQ, 52 (1973) 119-28. Lewis view s 

the  h u m o r in the sto ry  as p a rt of Robin's socialization p rocess—he p rogress 

from  being  laughed  at to laugh ing  w ith, from  being an  ou ts id e r to being  a 

m em ber of society. This is accom plished, according to Lewis, th rough  changes
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in R obin 's sense of hum or. A llen on the o ther h and , recognizes the g reat 

varie ty  of laughs in the sto ry  bu t in terprets them  as m anifestations of evil 

(com parable  to the laugh ter in "E than  B rand" for exam ple). She has failed to 

detect the unm ask ing  of the am bigu ity  w hich occurs at the clim ax of the story  

and  reveals tha t w hat had  appea red  to be sinister is in reality  innocuous.

10 For a tho rough  discussion  of the d istinction betw een  a joke and  a 

h u m o ro u s  tale see: Elliot O ring , Jokes and Their Relations, C h ap te r 7: 

"B etw een Jokes and  Tales" (Lexington: The U niversity  Press of K entucky, 

1992) 81-93.

11 O ring, 156, n21.

12 Eric P artridge , The 'Shaggy Dog' Story: Its Origin, Development and 

Nature  (with a fe w  seemly examples) (Freeport: Books For L ibraries Press, 

1953)13-15.

13 Partridge, 38-43.

14 "H isto rical C om m entary ,"  J. D onald C row ley  in The Centenary Edition 

o f  the Works o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne,  ed. W illiam  C h arv a t et al, vol. X l,T h e  

Snow-Image and Uncollected Tales (C olum bus: O hio S tate U n iversity  Press, 

1974)393-4.

15 D aniel G. H offm an, "Y ankee B um pkin and  Scapegoat K ing," in Form  

and Fable in American Fiction (N ew  York: W\ W. N orton  & C om pany , 1961) 

113-25.

16 The oak cudgel h ad  previously  been used for h um orous effect by the 16 

year old H aw tho rne  in the Spectator, a new spaper th a t he pub lished  and 

d is trib u ted  to his fam ily in the m onths A ugust and  Septem ber 1820. 

H aw th o rn e  h ad  apparen tly  been  th rea tened  w ith  p u n ish m en t by  his au n t for 

h av ing  p ub lished  a hum orous w an t ad seeking a h u sb an d  for her and  in a 

su b seq u en t issue he w arned  "if any of ou r Readers, d isp leased  w ith  our
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observations, shou ld  invite us to a D uel, We m ust inform  them , that...w e 

in tend  to take a few lessons in the art of Fencing" and  tha t he p lans "to 

p ro d u ce  a s to u t oaken  cudgel."  See E dw in  M iller, Salem Is M y  Dwelling Place: 

a Life o f  Nathaniel Hawthorne  (Iow a City: U niversity  of Iow a Press, 1991) 57- 

59. M iller notes that, in the Spectator H aw tho rne  revealed  a sense of com edy 

and  an ability  to poke fun even at him self.

17 M ark  Tw ain, "H ow  to Tell a S tory" in Mark Twain: Collected Tales, 

Sketches, Speeches, and Essays 1891-1910  (N ew  York: L iterary  C lassics of the 

U nited States, Inc., 1992) 201. It shou ld  be noted  that a lthough  T w ain 's  

com m ent is m ade in reference to a spoken  hum orous story , it is equally  

app licab le to the w ritten  h u m o ro u s tale.

18 The lau g h te r of the girl in the scarlet petticoat is rem iniscent of the 

lau g h te r in the inciden t described  in "Foot-prin ts on the Sea-shore." Some 

girls laughed  m usically  at H aw th o rn e  hav ing  secretly observed  h im  shou ting  

at the su rf (568-9).

19 H auck, for exam ple, in terp re ts  the laugh ter in term s of black hum or:

H aw th o rn e 's  "M y K insm an, M ajor M olineux"—a sto ry  w ell 

w ith in  the native genre— has gro tesque laugh ter as its subject.

To save him self, Robin joins w ith  the crow d  in laugh ing  at his 

k insm an. R obin 's laugh ter is in one w ay creative; it has the 

pow er to save him  from  the absu rd  situa tion  and  to help  him  

overcom e his ow n absurd ity . But in ano ther w ay his laugh ter is 

no t possible unless he suppresses his ow n sense of the 

w rongness of h is k in sm an 's  treatm ent. H aw th o rn e  w as 

postu la ting  a very  bleak possibility: w hen  laugh ter saves, it may 

be a t the expense of m oral feeling. H auck 43-4.

R ecognizing tha t Robin laughs a t h im self ra ther than  a t his k insm an  seem s
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m uch m ore realistic and  sensible than  this convolu ted  reasoning.

20 The basis for the a ttribu tion  of this tale is fully delineated  in "H istorical 

C o m m e n ta ry / ' J. D onald  C row ley  in The Centenary Edition o f  the Works of  

Nathaniel  Haivthorne, ed. W illiam  C h arv a t et al, vol. XI, The Snow -lm age  

and Uncollected Tales (Colum bus: O hio State U niversity  Press, 1974) 392-3. It 

w as o rig inally  pub lished  in the 1831 Token u n d er the nam e Joseph 

N ich o lso n .

21 H offm an, 107.
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