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ABSTRACT 
 

Dark Nature: The Gothic Tradition of American Nature Writing examines literary 

representations of fears of nature in American literature, from the early seventeenth 

century through the mid-nineteenth century.  Critiquing some dominant trends in 

ecocriticism, this project fills a gap in the field by studying writers and texts that 

represent nature as a threatening force.  By calling attention to such representations, I 

identify many of the cultural sources of those anxieties about nature at different historical 

moments.  In the process, this project reveals that there has always been a Gothic subtext 

in the long history of literature about nature in the United States.  Dark Nature begins by 

examining representations of Puritan fears of nature in New England, looking at authors 

such as William Bradford, John Winthrop, and Mary Rowlandson to show how the 

Puritan worldview established a “pre-Gothic” way of envisioning nature.  It then moves 

on to the post-Revolutionary era, using Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly to 

describe national anxieties about American wilderness and the ways those anxieties 

undermined contemporary Enlightenment ideals of reason and human goodness.  The 

third chapter looks at the “darkness” within the work of that most canonical of nature 

writers, Henry David Thoreau.  Despite the optimism of his Transcendental view of 

nature, I reveal that Thoreau’s writing is often pervaded by moments of anxiety and even 

fear of the natural world.  A further chapter about slave narratives shows how Frederick 

Douglass and Harriet Jacobs present nature as darker than anything their romantic 

contemporaries were producing, often consciously employing Gothic nature imagery as a 

rhetorical tool of resistance against their white oppressors.  Finally, this study concludes 
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with a brief exploration of how some of Herman Melville’s writing exemplifies a 

changing worldview in light of Charles Darwin’s theories about natural selection and 

survival of the fittest.  After the mid-nineteenth century, Gothic representations of nature 

tend to signal different types of fears based no longer on Puritan conceptions of nature, 

but rather on a post-Darwinian view of the world.  In calling attention to this overlooked 

lineage of writing, Dark Nature helps widen the discourse of ecocritical studies, arguing 

that there is much to be learned from studying representations of nature that are not only 

un-Romantic, but outright dangerous, violent, and terrifying. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
 

ECOCRITICISM AND THE GOTHIC TRADITION OF AMERICAN NATURE 

WRITING 

 
 

“Yet one day the demons of America must be placated, the ghosts must be appeased, the 
Spirit of Place atoned for.  Then the true passionate love for American soil will appear.  
As yet, there is too much menace in the landscape.” 
   —D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (1923) 

 

“It’s very hard to get lost in America these days, and it’s even harder to stay lost.  

So we have that on our side.”  These are the words of Heather Donahue, one of the 

doomed hikers in the much-hyped 1999 film The Blair Witch Project.  When this movie 

was released it became an overnight sensation; the buzz grew in part because so many 

early viewers mistook the film for nonfiction—thinking that its events really happened.  

We know now it was not true, but the story still remains popular: a young trio sets out to 

film a documentary about a legendary witch living in the woods outside of Burkittsville, 

Maryland.  Their field research goes awry when they discover themselves lost in those 

woods.  Much worse, they soon realize something is stalking them, a horrifying, unseen 

terror.  The film ends, of course, when their lives end.  What works so well is not the 

mock-documentary film-making style or any genius marketing.  Instead, it is the sheer 

plausibility of the story.  For the first time in years, a hit movie reawakened the 

possibility that casual day hikers could become lost. 

The final days of Heather, Josh, and Michael captivate us because they seem so 

real.  We doubt nothing about the ability of three twenty-somethings to become 

hopelessly disoriented in the woods.  Nothing is unlikely when they discover the relics of 
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some really bizarre goings-on.  And, despite our deepest wishes, nothing shocks us about 

a lunatic in the forest murdering some campers.  The fear we see on their faces chills us 

because, for an hour and a half, as viewers we are lost with them.   

The popularity of The Blair Witch Project was not an isolated cultural 

phenomenon.  Rather, it seems to have epitomized a widespread interest in films about 

the perils to be found in nature.  Whereas The Blair Witch Project reminded its viewers 

of our deepest fears of becoming lost, there is also an entirely different category of film 

that depicts the fury and violence of natural forces.  For example, the 2004 blockbuster 

The Day After Tomorrow presented audiences with an astonishing special effects-laden 

vision of the world during an apocalypse brought about by global warming and climate 

change.  As a film, it fits more in the action genre, since unlike The Blair Witch its 

primary emotion isn’t fear.  Nevertheless, its vivid images of hurricanes, floods, 

tornadoes, earthquakes, and, ultimately, a rapidly-advancing sub-zero cold front that 

leaves New York City and most of the northern hemisphere under a sea of ice are 

terrifying in their implications (even if they are, at times, laughable on screen).  The Day 

After Tomorrow, in all its visual excess, is merely the latest in a long line of natural 

disaster films that started to flood theaters in the 1990s, including the likes of Twister 

(1996), Volcano (1997), Dante’s Peak (1997), Armageddon (1998), Deep Impact (1998), 

The Core (2003), and many others.  More recently we have Open Water (2003), based on 

a true story of two scuba divers left behind by their charter boat and eventually eaten by 

sharks, as well as Grizzly Man (2005), a documentary about Timothy Treadwell, who, 
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after thirteen summers of living with grizzly bears in Alaska, was eventually mauled and 

eaten by one of them in 2003. 

While this Hollywood fascination with sensational tales of humans dwarfed by 

the absolutely overwhelming power of nature is the most noticeable outlet, these cultural 

obsessions are prevalent everywhere in the popular media.  American culture, it would 

seem, loves a natural catastrophe.  For example, the seemingly innocuous Weather 

Channel spends an astonishing amount of airtime on its overly-dramatic program Storm 

Stories.1  That same channel also recently launched It Could Happen Tomorrow, a new 

series that explores hypothetical disasters such as an 8.0 earthquake striking San 

Francisco or a Category 3 hurricane inundating New York City.  On a smaller scale, news 

outlets obsess over tales of tragedy or near tragedy in nature, everything from wildfires in 

the American West and blizzards along the Atlantic seaboard to more personal 

misfortunes, such as hikers stranded, rock climbers surviving terrible falls, or, more 

recently, the untimely death of “Crocodile Hunter” Steve Irwin by the errant barb of a 

stingray.  And, of course, we know those same purveyors of television and internet news 

had a field day when hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast in August 2005.  Watching the 

news shows then, one got the sneaking suspicion that there was a certain amount of 

morbid glee in their inundation of graphic footage and around-the-clock coverage. 

In a similar vein, beginning in the late 1990s, the best seller shelves in bookstores 

nationwide could barely contain the endless titles that followed in the wake of Jon 

Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, the true account of the disastrous 1995 expedition up Mount 

Everest, and Sebastian Junger’s The Perfect Storm, a similar nonfiction account of a ill-
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fated fishing expedition off the New England coast.  The trend of publishing these stories 

has begun to fade ever so slightly, but it still seems as if anyone who has ever had a near-

death encounter in the outdoors—or who can tell the tale of someone who did die 

outdoors—is likely to get serious consideration from the major publishing houses. 

The glut of these types of stories indicates, as I’ve suggested, a nearly ubiquitous 

cultural fascination with the potential deadly side of the otherwise nurturing image of 

“Mother Nature.”  Given the preponderance of such stories in the United States, it is 

rather astonishing that ecocriticism, the one subfield of literary studies that takes 

representations of nature as its primary subject of study, has so far almost entirely 

ignored them.  This is particularly surprising because the recent increase in the popularity 

of these disaster and death-in-nature stories almost perfectly coincides with the 

development of ecocriticism as a discrete theoretical school.  Consequently, one project 

of this dissertation is to conjecture why such tales have gone unstudied, and in the 

process I hope to unearth some truths that ecocriticism needs to tell about itself. 

Ecocriticism, sometimes referred to as “environmental literary criticism” or 

“literature and environment studies,” first became a self-consciously defined field of 

literary inquiry in the early 1990s.  Gaining institutional momentum with the 

establishment of the journal ISLE: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and 

Environment (in 1993) and its parent organization, ASLE: The Association for the Study 

of Literature and Environment (in 1992), ecocriticism was created to fill a perceived gap.  

In her introduction to the 1996 foundational anthology The Ecocriticism Reader, Cheryll 

Glotfelty identified a problem in current literary studies: “Although [literary] scholarship 
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claims to have ‘responded to contemporary pressures,’” she writes, “it has apparently 

ignored the most pressing contemporary issue of all, namely, the global environmental 

crisis” (Glotfelty xv).  In the way that feminist literary criticism helped turn critical 

attention to women authors and gender issues within literary texts, ecocriticism seeks to 

investigate how “nature” figures into literary and cultural studies.  Thus, as Glotfelty 

explains it, “[s]imply put, ecocriticism is the study of the relationship between literature 

and the physical environment. . . . [E]cocriticism takes an earth-centered approach to 

literary studies” (xviii).  While such a definition is deliberately broad, perhaps even 

vague, she further clarifies that “[a]ll ecological criticism shares the fundamental premise 

that human culture is connected to the physical world, affecting it and affected by it” 

(xix).  Acknowledging that such connections exist suggests an implicit warning: we in 

academia distance ourselves from the physical world—at least in terms of the work we 

do—at our own peril. 

To be sure, literary studies have almost always been concerned with textual 

representations of “nature.”  It was Shakespeare’s Hamlet who suggested that the end of 

art “was and is, to hold as ‘twere the mirror up to nature” (Ham. 3.2.21-22).  But what 

distinguishes most ecocriticism from more traditional studies about nature, such as 

Norman Foerster’s Nature in American Literature (1923) or Wilson O. Clough’s The 

Necessary Earth (1964), is that ecocriticism is interested not merely in aesthetic 

representations of nature or in nature as theme in literature.  Instead, ecocriticism also 

investigates the cultural implications and ramifications of those representations.  As 

Lawrence Buell, one of the most prominent early ecocritics, has written: “[I]t behooves 
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us to look searchingly at the most searching works of environmental reflection that the 

world’s biggest technological power has produced; for in these we may expect to find 

disclosed . . . both the pathologies that bedevil society at large and some of the alternate 

paths that it might consider” (Buell, Environmental 2).  Or in the words of the editors of 

Reading the Earth, “[e]cocriticism is not just a means of analyzing nature in literature; it 

implies a move toward a more biocentric world-view, an extension of ethics, a 

broadening of humans’ conception of global community to include nonhuman life forms 

and the physical environment” (Branch, Johnson, Patterson, and Slovic xiii).  In other 

words, for many ecocritics there is a sense that the tools of ecocriticism might help us 

understand—and perhaps even solve—some of our most nagging environmental 

concerns. 

 One of the main early goals in the field was to recuperate a literary tradition of 

nature writing—to introduce into the literary canon a lineage of texts whose primary 

focus is the human relationship to the physical natural world.  To this end, ecocriticism 

has been very successful, uncovering a very rich tradition: Gilbert White, Henry David 

Thoreau, John Burroughs, John Muir, Mary Austin, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, 

Edward Abbey, Annie Dillard, Barry Lopez, Terry Tempest Williams, and many many 

others.2  The works of these authors have much to tell us about the history of 

environmental values, as together they help to delineate the intellectual tradition and 

evolution of values that has led, in part, to our modern day environmental movement.  

These texts offer, in Buell’s words, “alternate paths [we] might consider.” 
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 In more recent years, however, ecocriticism has come under attack for too 

narrowly focusing on the Euroamerican experience of nature as found in more 

conventional nature writing, a genre which John Elder has defined as “a form of the 

personal, reflective essay grounded in attentiveness to the natural world and an 

appreciation of science but also open to the spiritual meaning and intrinsic value of 

nature” (qtd. in Armbruster and Wallace 2).  In their 2001 essay collection Beyond 

Nature Writing, editors Armbruster and Wallace warn that “if ecocriticism limits itself to 

the study of one genre . . . or to one physical landscape . . . it risks seriously 

misrepresenting the significance of multiple natural and built environments to writers and 

other ethnic, national, or racial affiliations.  If such limits are accepted, ecocritics risk 

ghettoizing ecocriticism within literary and cultural studies generally” (7).  Largely in 

response to such claims, in the decade since The Ecocriticism Reader was published, the 

field of ecocriticism has branched out in many directions.  For example, Michael Bennett 

and David Teague spearheaded the move to include representations of urban nature in 

their 1999 collection, The Nature of Cities.  Many other authors have since followed suit.  

Related to this shift away from traditional “wilderness” settings is a dramatic increase in 

attention to issues of environmental justice.  Rachel Stein’s Shifting the Ground: 

American Women Writers' Revisions of Nature, Gender, and Race is an early marker in 

this subfield of environmental justice ecocriticism, predating the foundational The 

Environmental Justice Reader, edited by Adamson, Evans, and Stein.  More recent are 

Stein’s New Perspectives on Environmental Justice (2004) and Jeffrey Myers’s 

Converging Stories (2005), to name only a few.  What these new directions in 
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ecocriticism suggest is that those people working in the field are consciously aware of 

many of its shortcomings, and they are now taking into account a wider range of 

representations of nature—understanding that perceptions of nature are inextricably 

linked to issues of race, class, ethnicity, and gender.  Emerging from this widening scope 

of ecocritical discourse is an understanding that what we mean by “nature” can 

encompass far more than originally thought.  Indeed, if “[a]ll ecological criticism shares 

the fundamental premise that human culture is connected to the physical world, affecting 

it and affected by it,” as Cheryll Glotfelty has argued, then it would seem important for 

ecocritics to study all representations of nature.  Simply put, there is a dearth of studies 

about nature in its multiplicity of other forms.   

Stories like The Blair Witch Project and The Day After Tomorrow raise questions 

about why so many scholars of ecocriticism and nature writing limit their studies to such 

a limited range of texts.  I don’t mean to disparage Walden, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 

Refuge, or any of the others that receive such close critical attention.  But I do wonder 

where is the real and normal interaction with nature: the “oh no where are we?” 

reactions, the quickening of the heart when a branch snaps in the underbrush, the looking 

over the shoulder when the hiking gets a little too quiet—those primordial fears that 

linger in our minds when we are outside.  In fact, the same fears that made us first build 

villages, walls to keep “nature” out.  I have come to recognize that as much as there is to 

learn from so many of the famous, more traditional nature writers, their often idealized 

renderings of nature experiences have not always squared with what really goes on in the 

world.   
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In fairness, many of the frequently cited historical and cultural studies of human 

perceptions of nature do acknowledge the fundamental violence and danger inherent in 

the natural world.  For example, in Wilderness and the American Mind, Roderick Nash 

makes clear that there is a long-standing “tendency of folk traditions of many cultures to 

associate wilderness with the supernatural and monstrous,” but his book traces instead 

how those attitudes were later supplanted by more romanticized and aesthetic 

interpretations of nature and wilderness (10).  Similarly, Carolyn Merchant’s The Death 

of Nature describes how an ancient conception of nature as organic and female gave way, 

during the Renaissance, to concerns about nature’s disorderliness, sickness, and decay; 

even so, Merchant places her focus elsewhere, examining how the scientific revolution of 

the seventeenth century “gave way to a mechanistic world view in which nature was 

reconstructed as dead and passive, to be dominated and controlled by humans” (xvi).  In 

Nature’s Economy Donald Worster, too, has clearly delineated the ways that scientific 

discoveries in the nineteenth century gave rise to our modern conceptions of ecology—in 

the process revealing “a pessimistic view” of nature as “a far more troubled, unhappy 

place than before” (Worster 114).  His study, however, also moves in a different 

direction.  Authors such as these all understand that, in the history of humankind, what 

we call nature has long been a source of fear and danger, but the aims of their projects lie 

elsewhere.  Admitting that nature was once widely perceived this way has become a 

critical commonplace, but few scholars seem to acknowledge that most of those 

premodern and even ancient fears are still with us, albeit in different and sometimes 
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disguised forms.   These fears, as I hope to demonstrate, are written into the very fabric of 

American literature. 

To this end I agree with Kris Fresonke, who in a recent essay observes that 

“[h]uman interaction with nature is varnished and has no innocence, but that’s not 

entirely because humans are fallen: nature is fallen, too” (134).  Fresonke is not invoking 

any Puritan sense of a fallen world; rather, she means that “nature’s ferocity and cruelty 

don’t even have the handy moral language that human ferocity and cruelty have.  Instead, 

nature is vacantly pitiless, inertly savage, indifferently bad” (134).  Lambasting ecocritics 

who read into nature writing only a story of degradation and tragedy, she counters that 

“[n]ature is not inert or passive, nor pitiful and tender, as any explorer would know; only 

guilty people see victims everywhere” (Fresonke 137).  Fresonke’s claims about nature 

being “[o]bscure and illegible, mean and dirty” come as a breath of fresh air amid the 

hyper-awareness in much ecocritical scholarship of the ways humankind has despoiled 

nature—an awareness that marks most ecocritical studies of nature writing (142).3  

Building on some of Fresonke’s ideas, I aim to demonstrate in this project that such fears 

of nature, in all their variety of forms, are indeed not new.  A survey of writing about 

nature from the first Puritan settlers in New England onward shows that for 

Euroamerican settlers in the so-called New World, the natural world has always housed 

threats and produced any number of anxieties.   

Tracing the lineage of this dark side of nature writing—with its emphasis on 

fear—inevitably leads to an examination of Gothic fiction and literature.  Although many 

scholars of the Gothic disagree on particulars, David Punter reminds us that “[t]here is, 



  19 

however, one element which, albeit in a vast variety of forms, crops up in all the relevant 

fiction, and that is fear” (Punter 1: 18).  Because Gothic literature is so obsessed with 

fears of all types, the Gothic provides a useful lens for understanding the ways that many 

authors—ranging from the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries—have written 

about their fears of the natural world. 

A cursory overview of Gothic literature and some of its relevant criticism is 

probably in order here.  Most critics agree that Gothic fiction begins, as a genre, with the 

1764 publication of Horace Walpole’s novel The Castle of Otranto.  The second edition 

(in 1765) of Walpole’s novel carried the subtitle “A Gothic Story,” and its wild 

plotline—involving usurped kingdoms, family secrets, hidden genealogies, supernatural 

inklings, maidens in distress, dark and gloomy dungeons and chapels—helped set the 

stage for the Gothic fictions to come.  Over the next half century, it was followed by such 

landmarks as Clara Reeve’s The Old English Baron (1778), Ann Radcliffe’s The 

Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797), Matthew G. Lewis’s The Monk 

(1796), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), and Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the 

Wanderer (1820)—all of which built upon, developed, and adapted the storylines and 

narrative effects that Walpole originated.  Many of these early Gothic novels followed 

fairly clear generic guidelines, and many scholars have concluded that the literary Gothic 

is best understood as a specific genre.  But in later years in England and overseas in the 

United States, the similarities of form in Gothic texts became less distinct.  Consequently, 

when describing the varied works of Gothic writers such as Charles Brockden Brown, 

Edgar Allan Poe, Washington Irving, Charlotte Bronte, or Bram Stoker, the term Gothic 
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functions more as an adjective describing certain aspects of the texts, rather than a 

discrete category into which these works unerringly fit.  Thinking of the Gothic as a 

literary mode rather than a genre enables readers to observe the Gothic elements in 

Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, for instance, without having to make any claim that 

Moby-Dick is itself a Gothic novel. 

On the most basic level, the literary Gothic mode is marked by descriptions of 

human excess and explorations of physical, psychological, and social limits and 

boundaries.  The Gothic is typically concerned with extreme states, such as violence and 

pain, fear and anxiety, sexual aggression and perversion, all of which have led many 

critics over the years to dismiss such literature as overly sensational and indulgent.  In 

Roger B. Salomon’s words, the Gothic tale (which he calls the “horror narrative”) 

“involves thresholds” which are inevitably crossed during the course of the tale.  “That is, 

some spook invades our commonplace reality, or our apparently sane and rational self 

enters a categorically malign environment,” Salomon writes (9).  Thus the history of 

Gothic literature is brimming with scenes of torture and violence, depravity and sin, and 

its pages are replete with mad monks, evil nuns, power-hungry aristocrats, as well as 

more unearthly characters like witches, ghosts, demons, devils, and other assorted 

supernatural beings—none of whom are bound by any standards or accepted social 

mores.   

The reason that Gothic literature has been able to confront these depictions of 

excessive, socially reprehensible behaviors is that it typically relegates them to a time 

long ago and a place far away.  Most of the British Gothic novelists set their books in the 
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far away lands of Spain, Italy, or France, sometime back in the Middle Ages.  Mathew G. 

Lewis, for example, placed The Monk primarily in Spain during the period of the 

Inquisition.  Because of this historical distancing, it becomes much easier for a sensitive 

reading public to accept the excesses found in these tales.  In fact, the distancing of these 

tales is, in part, what led them to be called “Gothic” in the first place.  When Walpole 

located The Castle of Otranto in thirteenth century Italy, he subtitled it “A Gothic Story” 

because for his eighteenth-century readers the term Gothic connoted a semi-barbaric 

historical past (one loosely based on historical misconceptions about the Goths).  By 

making authorial choices like these, writers such as Walpole and Lewis were able to 

write about all sorts of taboos and transgressions because it was easy to dismiss them as 

aspects of life in a time and place far away.  In short, readers could indulge their most 

sensational fancies about sin and wrongdoing, but then later safely put down the book 

and find a sense of superiority in knowing that those things don’t happen anymore. 

Of course, the persistent attraction of the Gothic is precisely the fact that those 

things do still happen.  The Gothic mode has always been a means for confronting 

(safely) those things that are threatening, frightful, and culturally reprehensible.  In 

Jerrold E. Hogle’s words, “the longevity and power of Gothic fiction unquestionably 

stem from the way it helps us address and disguise some of the most important desires, 

quandaries, and sources of anxiety, from the most internal and mental to the widely social 

and cultural, throughout the history of western culture since the eighteenth century” 

(“Introduction” 4).  This is also the case in Gothic representations of nature.  Another of 

the fundamental assumptions about the literary Gothic mode that I bring to this 
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dissertation is that the difficult and painful day-to-day realities of life in the New World, 

in part, gave rise to the literary Gothic.  This idea is adapted from Teresa Goddu’s claim 

that “history invents the gothic, and in turn the gothic reinvents history” (Goddu 132).  

Goddu writes this in the context of American slavery, suggesting that Edgar Allan Poe’s 

writing—and his fascination with psychological terror—was made possible by the 

existence of the horrors of slavery.  I argue here that the difficulties, hardships, and 

traumas created by interactions with the natural world in North America forced many 

writers to write about that natural world as Gothic.  In turn, Gothic renderings of nature, 

in whatever form, have influenced how people perceive and interact with it. 

The way the Gothic mode functions might be better understood in the context of 

an idea I borrow from philosopher and social critic Morris Berman.  Writing about the 

magic worldview of humans in the Middle Ages, Berman claims that 

it is not merely the case that men conceived of matter as possessing mind 

in those days, but rather that in those days, matter did possess mind, 

“actually” did so.  When the obvious objection is raised that the 

mechanical world view must be true, because we are in fact able to send a 

man to the moon or invent technologies that demonstrably work, I can 

only reply that the animistic world view, which lasted for millennia, was 

also fully efficacious to its believers.  In other words, our ancestors 

constructed reality in a way that typically produced verifiable results . . . . 

If another break in consciousness of the same magnitude as that 

represented by the Scientific Revolution were to occur, those on the other 
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side of that watershed might conclude that our epistemology somehow 

“projected” mechanism onto nature.  (Berman 93) 

I do not want to argue here the validity or truthfulness of this magic, animistic 

worldview.  Instead, I wish simply to make the point that, as recently as the early part of 

the eighteenth century, Euroamerican culture in America employed vastly different 

perceptual tools to understand and make sense of the world.  These tools might seem 

incredibly foreign to our modern sensibilities, but such foreignness makes them neither 

less historically real nor in any knowable way inferior to our own perceptions about how 

the world operates.  What Berman talks about in this passage is a fundamental breakdown 

in paradigms of perception and consciousness.  From our early twenty-first-century 

cultural perspective, it is nearly impossible to understand the worldview of someone from 

the seventeenth century who believed in what we now call “magic” and other seemingly 

superstitious phenomena.  We just cannot shake free enough from our own cultural 

assumptions to comprehend something like “matter . . . possessing mind.”  Berman’s 

point is that humankind has always “constructed reality in a way that typically produce[s] 

verifiable results.”  In other words, what we take for granted as scientific givens today 

might someday, after another “break in consciousness,” sound just as fantastical as 

“matter possessing mind” does now. 

I bring up Berman’s idea here because in texts about nature, the literary Gothic 

mode often functions by instigating just the sort of breaks in consciousness he writes 

about.  Put another way, “Gothicism may define the experience of any culture when the 

stories it tells about itself do not ring true to the experience to be had by simply walking 



  24 

about in the landscape,” as the editors of Frontier Gothic observe (Mogen, Sanders, and 

Karpinski 17).  As I demonstrate in the subsequent chapters, the natural world often 

appears as Gothic when a person’s experience of it does not entirely square with their 

worldview; Gothicized nature, in the texts I examine, usually marks the resurgence of 

older, discarded worldviews that threaten the integrity of the author’s (or character’s) 

current belief system.  Teresa Goddu claims that “[m]any texts that are not predominantly 

gothic use gothic effects at key moments to register cultural contradictions” (10).  This is 

precisely my approach here, illustrating how Gothicized representations of nature signal 

breaks or instabilities—cultural contradictions—in how American culture at large 

perceives the natural world and its relationship to it. 

So far, scholars of Gothic literature have rarely paid significant attention to 

representations of the natural world in the texts they study.  Many have situated Gothic 

literature in countless contexts—social, political, psychological, economic, gender, and 

so on—but none has fully examined its place in or relevance to the cultural, scientific 

milieu of the eighteenth century (when it originated) or its later connections to human 

attitudes toward nature.  To be fair, most critics who set out to define elements and 

conventions of the literary Gothic do note that certain types of landscapes are prevalent in 

the pages of Gothic fiction.  In fact, some might say that Ann Radcliffe’s books obsess 

over landscape descriptions.  Alan Lloyd-Smith, in his recent American Gothic Fiction: 

An Introduction (2004), includes a chapter titled “Major Themes in American Gothic” 

with a subsection called “Frontier Gothic, Gothic Nature.”  According to his analysis, 

“[l]andscapes in the Gothic dwelt on the exposed, inhuman and pitiless nature of 
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mountains, crags, and wastelands.  In time these tropes of atmosphere, architecture, and 

landscape became as much metaphorical as actual, so that a simple house, a room or 

cellar, could become a Gothic setting, and the mere use of darkness or barrenness could 

call up a Gothic mood” (Lloyd-Smith 7).  Similarly, the editors of Frontier Gothic locate 

much of American Gothic literature in particular landscapes, but the focus of that 

collection is more on the Gothic qualities of “frontier” spaces than of nature itself.  

Despite these many gestures toward the relationships between literature about nature and 

the Gothic, as of yet there has been no extended study of representations of nature in 

Gothic fiction, by ecocritics or otherwise. 

Before I progress further, a few clarifications in terminology are in order.  At the 

center of this project lies the word “nature”—which might be, as Raymond Williams puts 

it, “perhaps the most complex word in the [English] language” (184).  Few words carry 

as many variations and shades of meaning as does this one, but nevertheless it is 

necessary to pin some of these down before proceeding into any wide-ranging analysis of 

nature in literature.4  In its most basic usage, the term “nature” carries three main 

semantic ideas; these are, again according to Williams, “(i) the essential quality and 

character of something; (ii) the inherent force which directs either the world or human 

beings or both; (iii) the material world itself, taken as including or not including human 

beings” (184).  In this study, I primarily employ the second and third definitions when 

referring to “nature.”  Additionally, I sometimes use the phrases “nature” and “natural 

world” interchangeably, both of which denote a range of non-human entities, animate and 

inanimate (forests, mountains, rivers, animals, plants, weather, and so on.).  But “nature” 
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here also includes the “inherent force” (or forces) that influences human and non-human 

behavior and phenomena.  Also, I have largely avoided the words “environment” or 

“environmental” to describe the material world because of the implicit political and 

ideological implications those words tend to carry, even though some ecocritics prefer 

them.   

Some readers might take issue with the way I use the term “nature writing” in this 

study.  Many scholars tend to assume a narrow definition of nature writing, such as 

Elder’s definition mentioned previously.  As popularly understood, nature writing tends 

to focus on a solitary experience in a rural natural setting, and indeed, much of what has 

been studied under the rubric of “nature writing” fits this mold.  However, in the interest 

of expanding the boundaries of ecocriticism’s field of study, I have employed the term 

very loosely to mean simply writing that includes significant descriptions of nature, in all 

of its manifold definitions.  Certainly other more generically-apt phrases could have been 

used, but I have consciously retained “nature writing” in order to explode its meaning.  

This study encompasses a variety of genres taken from different historical periods 

spanning over two centuries, and by considering all of the various texts under one term—

nature writing—I aim to show both continuity and evolution of ideas, regardless of genre.  

Consequently, I sometimes treat Puritan sermons the same as I do novels—that is, as 

artifacts produced by the specific cultures in which they arose.  It is my belief that the 

field of ecocriticism could become stronger if it were to encompass a wider variety of 

representations of nature and not be so narrowly focused on more traditional conceptions 

of nature writing. 
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Finally, a few comments on the structure and content of this study.  In no way 

have I aimed to be comprehensive in my survey of Gothic writing about nature in 

America.  A more inclusive study would encompass many more texts than I explore in 

the following chapters.  Instead, I have tried to focus on a selective group of texts in order 

to illustrate the ways that literary representations of nature have evolved, from the early 

seventeenth century through the middle of the nineteenth century.  The texts I’ve chosen 

each focus on how fears of nature developed in the particular contexts of successive 

cultural moments.  While few of the texts in this study can be considered conventional 

Gothic tales, they all employ the Gothic mode at one time or another, and the places 

where the Gothic appears offer insight into why nature has so often been presented as a 

dark, dangerous force.  Some of the texts, such as Mary Rowlandson’s captivity 

narrative, also suggest that elements of the literary Gothic were present long before the 

canonical early works of Gothic fiction (such as Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto) 

appeared.   

Chapter I examines the Puritan origins of fears of nature, beginning with the 

writings produced by the first settlements in Massachusetts in the early 1600s and ending 

with an analysis of Mary Rowlandson’s 1682 captivity narrative, A True History.  These 

early Puritan fears were largely religious and spiritual; that is, wilderness was often 

equated with the realm of Satan.  If the world was fallen because of Adam and Eve’s 

Original Sin in the Garden, then the wilderness of the New World functioned as a 

constant reminder of that sin.  In short, the Puritan confrontation with the spiritually 

desolate wilderness was a confrontation with the guilt of Original Sin.  The landscape—
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fallen as it was—became not unlike the haunted castle in the earliest Gothic fictions, 

acting as the repository of the primal crime.  Looking at authors such as William 

Bradford, John Winthrop, Cotton Mather, and many others, I show how this Puritan 

worldview in the New World established a “pre-Gothic” way of envisioning nature, both 

literally and symbolically.  Thus, when Mary Rowlandson writes about her captivity with 

the Narragansetts, her sojourn in the wilderness prefigures the types of captivity that 

occur in subsequent Gothic fictions.  More importantly, her narrative also creates a 

complex system of links between “wilderness,” Native Americans, and the devilish 

forces that she believes lurk out there.  At first she witnesses the Native peoples behaving 

in animal-like ways, but after several weeks in captivity, she too finds herself beholden to 

basic animal impulses to survive.  What follows is ultimately a test of faith.  In the end, 

these Puritan texts all depict a vision of the natural world which established a set of 

symbols and associations from which a later “Gothic” symbolic structure could emerge. 

Chapter II moves the discussion of Gothic nature into the early years of the new 

nation, using mainly Charles Brockden Brown’s 1799 novel Edgar Huntly; or, Memoirs 

of a Sleep-Walker as a point of reference.  Brown’s novel picks up many of the issues and 

anxieties present in Rowlandson’s narrative, particularly its associations between Natives 

and “wilderness” areas.  Yet Brown recasts these associations and fears in the new era of 

early nationhood.  This chapter demonstrates how Edgar Huntly, located on the 

Pennsylvania frontier in the midst of eighteenth-century Indian wars, depicts national 

anxieties about the American wilderness in the early decades of the new nation.  In that 

age of Enlightenment reason and science, Huntly discovers that the natural world is filled 
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with senseless violence that cannot always be explained rationally.  Equally important, 

Huntly finds that at the same time the frontier settler tries to transform the wilderness, the 

natural world is a force that can also transform the person—and in Edgar Huntly’s case, 

that transformation undermines the contemporary Enlightenment ideals of reason and the 

potential for human goodness. 

Chapter III looks at the “darkness” within the traditional nineteenth-century 

Romantic view of nature in the United States, specifically within the work of that most 

canonical of nature writers, Henry David Thoreau.  Despite the optimism of his 

Transcendental view of nature, my point is that much of Thoreau’s writing is often 

pervaded by moments of anxiety and even sometimes fear of the natural world.  One such 

moment appears in his early essay “A Walk to Wachusett,” when his otherwise 

picturesque travel narrative is interrupted by memories of the attack on Lancaster in 

which Rowlandson was captured, signaling to Thoreau that the otherwise beautiful 

landscape of Massachusetts is inscribed by many generations of violence.   Most of this 

chapter, however, examines Thoreau’s posthumous collection The Maine Woods (1864).  

All three of the essays in that collection show how Thoreau grappled with a natural world 

in Maine that often failed to coincide with his Transcendentalist vision.  Even though 

Thoreau’s Puritan ancestors are long in the past, the wilderness is still a place that might 

harbor fiendlike forms and threatening beasts, and it is also haunted by the cultural 

memory of several hundred years of Native American wars. 

Following the discussion of Thoreau’s use of Gothic nature, Chapter IV shifts 

direction slightly to investigate the ways that Gothic nature imagery is used in African 
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American slave narratives.  Using Frederick Douglass’s A Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl as 

examples, this chapter shows how those authors depict nature (and “human nature”) as 

much less benign than anything their romantic contemporaries were producing.  As 

Michael Bennett has observed, “a main current within African American culture has, 

from Frederick Douglass to Toni Morrison, expressed a profound antipathy toward the 

ecological niches usually focused on in ecocriticism: pastoral space and wilderness” 

(208).  More importantly, I build on Bennett’s work to show how Douglass and Jacobs 

both consciously employ a range of Gothic nature imagery as a rhetorical tool of 

resistance against their white oppressors.  I argue that many early authors of slave 

narratives have been omitted from the canons of nature writing because they rarely 

describe the natural world in pastoral, aesthetically-focused terms.  Ultimately, the works 

of these authors suggest that there is much for ecocriticism to gain by widening the 

conception of which representations of the natural world can or should be studied.  

The concluding chapter begins with a brief survey of some of Herman Melville’s 

representations of a threatening natural world.  Much of Melville’s work reveals such a 

natural world—especially later in his career—but I look primarily at “The Encantadas” 

(1854) and some of the later poetry in Battle-Pieces (1866) and John Marr and Other 

Sailors (1888).  While Melville’s writing lies at the center of this chapter, the larger point 

is to show how his texts reflect radical changes in scientific understanding in the 

nineteenth century—most notably influenced by Charles Darwin’s ideas of natural 

selection.  In short, Melville’s writing reflects a major shift in this lineage of “dark” 
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nature writing, indicating that in the mid-nineteenth century there was a cultural shift 

away from romanticized visions of nature toward a conception of a immense, indifferent 

universe in which humankind plays a minor and insignificant role.  I end with Melville 

because he marks such a strong shift in perceptions of nature: after his writing and the 

historical moment in which he wrote it, Gothic representations of nature tend to signal 

different sorts of fears and anxieties based no longer on Puritan conceptions of nature, but 

rather on a post-Darwinian view of the world. 

When read in succession, texts such as these point to a long tradition of writing 

about the natural world as a Gothic realm, a tradition that helps us understand that the 

current media preoccupation with a violent natural world is not a new phenomenon.  And 

in turn, this Gothic tradition of American nature writing raises some important questions 

not only about the role and function of ecocriticism, but also about the larger relationship 

between Euroamerican culture and the natural world.  Is it possible that our current state 

of environmental crisis, which arises from a profound disrespect for and maltreatment of 

the landscape and our natural resources, is in part a product of this long history of “dark 

nature”?  Does our definition of ourselves as beings, entities, species, depend on the false 

split between humans and nature?  Does it depend on us distancing ourselves from the 

threat of becoming too “natural”? 

The purpose of this dissertation, then, is twofold: (1) It aims to reveal a lineage of 

writing in America that has represented nature as a threatening and dangerous force, 

identifying some of the cultural sources of those anxieties about nature at different 

historical moments; and (2) It illustrates the complex relationship between the Gothic 
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mode of fiction and the long tradition of literature about nature in America—which are 

not as separate as many scholars would at first assume.  Clearly, even if there isn’t a 

scholarly one, there is still a popular fascination with frightening nature tales, and this 

project examines the historical roots of that fascination. 
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CHAPTER I: 

 

THE HIDEOUS AND DESOLATE WILDERNESS: 

PURITAN NEW ENGLAND AND THE GOTHIC TRADITION 

 

 

On the morning of September 6, 1620, a small sailing ship weighed anchor at the 

piers of Plymouth, England, and set its sails for the open sea.  On board were 

crewmembers and 102 passengers, most of whom were relatively inexperienced in ocean 

travel and barely knew what lay in store for them.  Their ship, overloaded with 

provisions, was called the Mayflower, and their destination was “some place about 

Hudson’s River,” along the northern coast of the newfound continent in the region 

Captain John Smith several years earlier had dubbed New England (Bradford 68).  The 

majority of these voyagers were Puritans, religious exiles who had lived the past eleven 

years in the Netherlands to avoid persecution in England.  Their goal: to establish a 

settlement in America where they could practice freely their religious convictions without 

the dangers imminent in Europe.1  Ultimately, this group would found Plymouth Colony, 

in present-day Massachusetts. 

Ten years later, aboard the ship Arbella, John Winthrop ushered in a second wave 

of Puritan travelers to the New World.  In 1630 his ship sailed at the front of a seventeen-

vessel fleet, all loaded with passengers and provisions.  Their goal was to found the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony.  Unlike their predecessors of a decade earlier, who were 

merely escaping a politically volatile situation in Europe, Winthrop and company 

envisioned their voyage as a divinely-inspired mission to erect a religious utopia in New 

England.  That massive group of settlers sparked what has become known as the Great 
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Migration, and soon after, shipload after shipload of settlers began arriving on the shores 

of Massachusetts. 

Although separated by many years, by radically different political climates in 

Europe, and by differing assumptions about what sort of life awaited them in New 

England, these groups of Puritan settlers all shared one immediate, intimate, irrevocable 

experience: every one of them endured the hardships of the transatlantic ocean crossing.  

It was the obstacle to be overcome, and it helped to shape the experience of the first 

generations of Puritans in the New World.  In the seventeenth century, a typical voyage 

from Europe to North America on average took about two months.  The ships were 

cramped, claustrophobic, and conditions aboard were at best unsanitary.  Malnutrition 

and seasickness were matters of day-to-day life, and passengers often became seriously 

ill and even died on board.  Also present was the perpetual danger of pirates, warring 

foreign ships, and other marauding sailing vessels, most of whom would not think twice 

about capturing or even sinking a ship such as those that carried the Puritans to North 

America.   

Yet despite all these obstacles, the greatest source of fear for early sailors and 

passengers was the ocean itself.  To most Europeans (Puritan and non-Puritan alike) in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the ocean appeared willful and malicious.  “The 

majority of Elizabethans were sufficiently acquainted with the sea’s depredations to 

recognize its malevolence,” argues Robert Cawley (178).  His study of the influence of 

sea exploration on Elizabethan literature reveals that for most people during that era, the 

ocean was perceived as “a ruthless and brutal force whose object is destruction,” and 
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those who did interact with it often discovered in its violence a “personal animosity” 

(Cawley 179).  Even William Shakespeare dramatized the fury of the ocean in the 

Elizabethan world in The Tempest, which was first performed only a decade before 

William Bradford and company sailed aboard the Mayflower.2  In the opening scene, as 

the characters are beset by a great storm at sea, the king’s councilor Gonzalo chastises the 

boatswain for forgetting that the King is aboard; but the boatswain replies “What cares 

these roarers for the name of a king?” (Tmp. 1.1.16-17).  His point is significant: the 

ruthlessness of the tempest and storms at sea doesn’t distinguish rank or class.  The 

physical world is indifferent to such human inventions, wreaking havoc indiscriminately 

on king and peasant alike.   

This was precisely the view held by most of the Puritans migrating to the New 

World.3  Describing the dangers of the transatlantic journey, William Bradford, the future 

governor of the Plymouth Colony who came over on the Mayflower, wrote that “besides 

the casualties of the sea (which none can be freed from), the length of the voyage was 

such as the weak bodies of women and other persons worn out with age and travail (as 

many of them were) could never be able to endure” (Bradford 26-27).  He doesn’t 

elaborate the nature of these “casualties of the sea,” but Bradford does present them as 

utterly inescapable—from which “none can be freed.”  Similarly, on his way to America 

in April 1630, John Winthrop described how “the sea raged and tossed” them during a 

“very great tempest,” but “through God’s mercy, [they] were very comfortable” (1: 38-

39).  William Wood later tried to alleviate the fears of the ocean in his 1634 promotional 

tract, New England’s Prospect, admitting the reality that “[i]t is too common with many 
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to fear the sea more than they need” (Wood 70).4  And in 1693, Puritan minister Cotton 

Mather warned that “many a Man, yea many a Ship . . . has miscarried, when the Devil 

ha’s been permitted from above to make an Horrible tempest” (Wonders 19).  

Descriptions such as these appear in nearly every account of sea travel written during this 

period, underscoring a simple point: even though knowledge of seafaring and sea life was 

ever increasing, migrants to New England in the seventeenth century were terrified by the 

very real dangers of the ocean crossing.  For people who had lived their entire lives on 

land, the Atlantic Ocean presented a myriad of untold worries and remained an immense, 

almost unfathomable power. 

I call attention to the ocean and emphasize the importance of transatlantic travel 

for the early Puritans in order to offer an example of the ambivalence with which they 

viewed the natural world—for that ambivalence was central to their experience of nature 

in America.  On the one hand, the ocean crossing served several important social and 

cultural functions.  As with other arduous or even traumatic events, those who 

experienced the trip together arrived on the shores of America with a stronger social 

bond.  Their shared difficulties helped foster a sense of social cohesion, the importance of 

which cannot be understated, given the difficulties of building towns and communities in 

a previously unknown world.  Equally important, the journey helped prepare the Puritans 

to face those hardships of living in a land previously unsettled by Euroamericans.  That 

is, together aboard the ships they weathered the difficulties of rationing supplies, dealing 

with illness, and enduring the harsh conditions of life at sea.  As Peter N. Carroll has 
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argued, “[b]y initiating the settlers in a variety of new experiences, the ocean voyage 

preconditioned the Puritans for the novelties of the American wilderness” (29).   

Just the same, for good reason the ocean remained a constant source of fear and 

anxiety.  In their historical study of shipwrecks, Kenneth Hudson and Ann Nicholls 

remind us that the “list of dangers [at sea] has not changed in any significant way during 

the three thousand years” of sailing history: “Ships still run into hurricanes, hit rocks, 

collide with one another and break down because they are old or poorly maintained.  

Officers and their crews still fail to take, on occasion, all the precautions they should 

take.  The weather and the sea still continue to do freakish and unpredictable things.  

Mutinies and wars are still with us” (Hudson and Nicholls 1).  And while incomplete 

records make precise numbers difficult to find, one book published in the nineteenth 

century estimates that “about 5,000 natives of the British Isles yearly perish at sea”—

more than enough to alter seriously the ways people thought about and interacted with the 

ocean (qtd. in Huntress xix).5  In short, the ocean crossing forced Puritan emigrants to 

confront one aspect of the often violent natural world that they would find on the shores 

of the New World.  And as they wrote about that natural world, their manner of 

description helped to set the stage for the later development of a Gothic strain in 

American nature writing.  

 

*   *   * 

A great deal has been written about the Puritan experience in New England, and 

to this wealth of scholarship I would like to add one more argument: that the Puritan 
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worldview, especially in America, established a way of imagining the natural world and 

the forces associated with it that enabled a Gothic symbolic structure later to emerge.  To 

be sure, it would be misleading to describe any texts written by New England Puritans as 

“Gothic” for the simple reason that Gothic literature, as conventionally defined, first 

springs up in England during the mid-eighteenth century—well after the heyday of 

Puritanism in America.  To categorize as Gothic the works of writers examined in this 

chapter, such as William Bradford or Mary Rowlandson, would be putting the proverbial 

cart before the horse.  Nevertheless, the earliest Gothic fictions in the 1760s through the 

1790s do owe a great deal to the earlier Puritan imaginings of life on the American 

continent, and this relationship has rarely been examined by any scholars of Gothic 

literature.6  As I explore in greater depth in subsequent chapters, this Gothic literary debt 

to the Puritans is especially significant for authors who later represented the natural world 

as a Gothic realm.  Consequently, it is important first to understand the Puritan way of 

knowing the world because, to some extent, that Puritan pre-Gothic worldview continues 

to haunt American history and literature.   

Historian D. Michael Quinn has explained that “[i]t is often difficult for us in the 

twentieth century to appreciate the world from the perspective of earlier generations” 

because we “have a tendency to assume that our progenitors saw the world much as we 

see it today” (Quinn x-xi).  As readers, we tend to bring our modern predilections and 

predispositions to older texts, thereby assuming similarities that don’t, in fact, exist.  

Indeed, the worldview of the Puritans who came to New England in the seventeenth 

century seems incredibly foreign to most modern readers today, but the basic principles 
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that governed their worldview and the Calvinist doctrine they adhered to are fairly 

simple.  While the New England Puritans weren’t blind devotees to the doctrines 

espoused by John Calvin, they certainly agreed with his general understanding of the 

world.  “[I]f the New Englanders were Calvinists,” Perry Miller and Thomas Johnson 

maintain, “it was because they happened to agree with Calvin; they approved his doctrine 

not because he taught it, but because it seemed inescapably indicated when they studied 

scripture or observed the actions of men” (56).  For the Puritans, every aspect of 

experience was governed by religion, and all parts of day-to-day existence felt its 

influence.  To them, the institutions of church and government were one and the same, 

and the religious sphere of their world encompassed all things social, cultural, and 

economic. 

First and foremost, the Puritans believed their world to be a fallen one: although a 

benevolent God had created the universe, Adam and Eve’s disobedience in the Garden of 

Eden opened the world to suffering and pain.  No longer was the world a Garden, and no 

longer was humankind free from sin.  Consequently, the Puritans—and all humankind, as 

they understood—collectively bore the burden of guilt for those sins.  Charles Berryman, 

in a study of the Puritan imagination in American literature, explains that they “not only 

accepted the biblical story of the Fall of Man as literal truth, they consequently tormented 

themselves with the idea of inherited guilt” (7).  Indeed, so fundamental was this doctrine 

of original sin that, while learning the alphabet in the New England Primer, for the letter 

A every child was taught the refrain: “In Adam’s fall / We sinned all.” 
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Compounding the psychological (and spiritual) burden of original sin was the 

Puritan belief in predestined election, a doctrine that underscored the absolute 

sovereignty of their God.  Salvation for individuals depended on the will of God alone, 

and He had previously decided the fate for every person.  No amount of good works or 

faith could influence the already determined outcome of one’s earthly life: either 

salvation or damnation was already in store.  The apparent arbitrariness of such a belief 

system helped to make the Puritans’ experiences of the natural world of New England 

more understandable to them.  “What else could explain the indiscriminate suffering of 

the ocean crossing?” asks Berryman; “What else could sustain their precarious hold upon 

the margin of the new land?  What else protected them from the savages and wild animals 

of the unknown forest?” (Berryman 10).  Indeed, the conditions of early life in 

Massachusetts certainly must have seemed to corroborate the notion of a divine power 

controlling events beyond human ken.  Likewise, the Puritans believed that only a select 

few had been chosen by God for salvation.  By the will of the Father, Christ had indeed 

been sacrificed for the sins of humankind, but not for everyone.  Only those already 

selected would receive redemption.  In other words, “God gives the grace to some and 

not to others out of His own sovereign pleasure, and . . . therefore from the beginning of 

time certain souls were ‘predestined’ to heaven and the others sentenced to damnation” 

(Miller and Johnson 1: 56). 

This is the basic theological framework the Puritans brought with them to New 

England, and it colored their experience of the landscape and the natural world they 

found there.  When they encountered what seemed to them an unsettled wilderness 
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(despite the inescapable marks of the presence of Native Americans), they read into that 

encounter a religious, biblical symbolism.  Like the people of Israel before them, they 

had crossed a body of water to come to a wilderness, with the express purpose of building 

a new Jerusalem.  The Israelites had crossed the Red Sea, the Puritans the Atlantic Ocean.  

Both groups believed that God communicated with them, the New Englanders reading 

into everyday events and the natural world around them signs of His workings.  In Amy 

Schrager Lang’s words, “His [i.e., God’s] hand was to be seen in their every success or 

failure” (14).  While the wilderness was certainly a place of hardship and suffering, this 

biblical reading of it also made wilderness “a sanctuary from sinful and persecuting 

society” and an “environment in which to find and draw close to God” (Roderick Nash 

16).  However the Puritans saw it, “biblical analogy,” John Gatta explains, “was never far 

from the imaginative consciousness of literate saints throughout the New England 

colonies” (20).   

In additional to this biblical typology, the natural world of the Americas 

functioned on another symbolic level, too—one central to the later development of 

Gothic nature writing.  One of the basic conventions of Gothic fiction as it arises in the 

eighteenth century is, in Jerrold E. Hogle’s words, that it “usually takes place (at least 

some of the time) in an antiquated or seemingly antiquated space—be it a castle, a 

foreign palace, an abbey, a vast prison, a subterranean crypt, a graveyard, a primeval 

frontier or island,” or countless other such locales (“Introduction” 2).  Moreover, 

“[w]ithin this space, or a combination of such spaces, are hidden some secrets from the 

past (sometimes the recent past) that haunt the characters” (2).  It might seem difficult to 



  42 

read the experiences of the Puritans within this context because, for them, the natural 

world of New England was completely new.  But at the same time, for the Puritans the 

New World landscape does function as a sort of Gothic castle.  It is the wilderness—the 

fallen, degenerate world created when Adam and Eve were expelled from Eden.  Like the 

dungeons, catacombs, or caverns that become the set pieces of later Gothic fiction, this 

fallen landscape is the site of that guilty “secret” of the past: original sin.  In essence, 

every encounter with the natural world, every problem, difficulty, and obstacle that it 

presented served to remind the Puritans of the burden of that inherited sinfulness.  Thus 

the primal crime essential to the plots of early Gothic fiction had a predecessor in the 

Puritan notion of original sin; and the marker of that sin was the fallen natural world—

long before Gothic novelists transformed it into antiquated castles and monasteries. 

These symbolic understandings of the New World wilderness cast the Puritan 

experience of the landscape and nature largely into the spiritual realm; and I will further 

explore the importance of that symbolic understanding later.  At the same time, however, 

Puritan fears of the wilderness were also based on very real physical dangers.  In 1672, 

Thomas Shepard (Jr.), a preacher from Charlestown, Massachusetts, delivered a sermon 

that succinctly outlines those dangers inherent in the Puritan conception of “wilderness.”  

Printed the following year under the title Eye-Salve, Or a Watchword From our Lord 

Jesus Christ unto his Churches, Shepard’s sermon identifies “the great and terrible 

wilderness” as a place “where were fiery Serpents, and Scorpions, and Drought, &c. 

called moreover, a waste howling wilderness”—a region in which men “meet with 

nothing but wants, and terrour, and woe” (Shepard 3).  The sermon is a response to the 
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question the Lord asked in Jeremiah 2.31, “Have I been a wilderness unto Israel?”  For 

Shepard, of course, the answer is “no.”  And in his lengthy reply, he explicates the 

question by first delineating five qualities of a wilderness—in order to prove that God has 

not been a wilderness to his people.  His descriptions, which are previously unexamined 

by scholars of literature and environment studies, offer a surprisingly concise view of 

how seventeenth-century Puritans envisioned the land they encountered in New England.  

More importantly, they also set the tenor and tone to be found in later Gothic renderings 

of the natural world.  Shepard’s sermon offers an almost comprehensive list of what 

Puritans had to fear in the wilderness, and these dangers—often in slightly different 

forms—become the basic elements that characterize later Gothic nature writing 

As Shepard sees it, the wilderness is an intensely dark and foreboding region.  Its 

first quality is that a wilderness “notes a desolate, solitary space, without Inhabitant, and 

where there is nothing but confusion and disorder” (3).  Second, a wilderness also 

“speaks a place uncultivated, a condition destitute of many necessary comforts, as 

aforesaid, there’s suffering hunger and thirst” (4).  Third, in “a Wilderness there is not a 

beaten path; whence it is that men there are in danger to be lost, and are made to wander 

about for want of a way before them wherein they might travail” (4).  Fourth, “[a]gain, in 

a wilderness there is not only want of many comforts, but there is danger as to many 

positive evils which such are exposed unto: Hence in the Scriptures before mentioned, the 

wilderness is said to be a land of pits & fiery serpents; when Christ is in the wilderness he 

is among the wild beasts” (4-5).  And finally, the fifth quality is that a “wilderness is not 

hedged in, nor fenced about,” a lack of security that allows anything, good or evil, to 
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enter or leave at will (5).  In short, in Shepard’s grim description the wilderness is a 

“place of terrours, and sorrows, and misery” that can “sting and vex you,” “entrap you,” 

and “terrifie you and tear you in pieces” (5).  Thomas Shepard is certainly no recorder of 

natural history—there were no real “fiery Serpents” to be found, nor does he describe any 

real, specific geographical location—but his sermon does present an accurate account of 

the variety of threats present in the natural world as experienced by seventeenth-century 

New Englanders.  Simply put, with all spiritual interpretations of the landscape aside, on 

a literal level the wilderness of New England was brimming with a myriad of dangers, 

and the Puritans had good reason to fear it. 

The darkened forests, dreary swamps, and rocky coasts were home to all sorts of 

animals—the “positive evils” and “wild beasts” that Shepard mentions.  The settlers’ 

anxieties about them were influenced as much by popular folklore and vivid imaginations 

as they were by the actual creatures themselves.  As Faye Ringel puts it, the “New 

England English explorers came . . . with minds well furnished in fantasy” (Ringel 36).  

In consequence, the earliest descriptions of the North American continent are rife with 

mention of all manner of wild beings.  For instance, in the seventeenth century, the ocean 

was believed to be the home of sea serpents and other water-dwelling monsters.  One of 

the more famous examples appears in John Josselyn’s 1674 An Account of Two Voyages 

to New-England.  Writing about events in 1639, Josselyn describes a story about “a Sea-

Serpent or Snake, that lay coiled up like a Cable upon a Rock at Cape-Ann [on the 

Massachusetts coast]: a Boat passing by with English aboard, and two Indians, they 

would have shot the Serpent, but the Indians disswaded them, saying, that if he were not 
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kill’d outright, they would all be in danger of their lives” (Josselyn 20).7  Similarly, 

William Wood passes along the knowledge that “some affirm that they have seen a lion 

at Cape Ann,” and “[s]ome likewise being lost in woods have heard such terrible roarings 

as have made them much aghast, which must either be devils or lions” (42).  Descriptions 

such as these make the early settlers seem overly credulous to many modern readers’ 

ears, but as Michael Branch reminds us, it was “not until the later seventeenth century 

that unicorns, phoenixes, griffins, and other monsters of the medieval bestiary were 

routinely omitted from natural histories” (Branch, “Before” 97).  In truth, it is very 

possible that observations which seem fantastic to modern readers did have origins in 

actual natural phenomena.  Nevertheless, Puritan folk beliefs were so strong that they 

colored their vision and actually influenced what they saw and experienced on the new 

continent. 

It is worth noting here just how prevalent folk beliefs such as these were in early 

Puritan America.  Historian David D. Hall explains that “it may surprise some readers . . . 

to discover how much ‘magic’ circulated in New England—the magic of ‘murder will 

out,’ prophetic dreams and visions, pins hammered into buildings, shape-shifting dogs, 

and much more besides.  The religion of the colonists was infused with ancient attitudes 

and practices, some indeed so old as to antedate the rise of Christianity” (19).  The typical 

New England Puritan tended to believe in all sorts of practices we now would call 

superstitious, but to them were as much real as they were effective.  Back then, “ordinary 

people had more sympathy for ideas originating in the occult sciences.  Many of the 

almanacs that every household used contained bits and pieces of astrology.  Some people 
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practiced magic to defend themselves from witchcraft, and some consulted fortune-

tellers” (Hall 7).  Still, the Puritan worldview was an ever-changing one; and 

consequently, Hall writes, “[m]uch of this magic was in disfavor by the close of the 

seventeenth century.  But the persistence of such old beliefs is one reason why it is wise 

to look upon the colonists as Elizabethans and not think of them as protomodern” (19).8  

To some degree, the persistence of these folk beliefs in magic and “superstition” lie at the 

center of later Gothic fiction; although it loses credibility in the post-Enlightenment 

world, this magic world view haunts Anglo-American literature. 

In addition to the more fantastic creatures (real or imagined) seen by the early 

settlers, New England was also home to animals that posed much more real threats to the 

fledgling Puritan communities.  Among the most feared and fearsome of these were the 

wolves, which in the seventeenth century populated the entire east coast as far south as 

present-day Florida.9  The “early settlers of New-England were, not unfrequently, greatly 

incommoded by the numbers and ferocity of the wolves which prowled around their rude 

settlements,” wrote John Greenleaf Whittier retrospectively in his 1831 Legends of New 

England (104-05).  More dangerous to livestock than to humans, the wolves were still 

perceived as a very real threat, and their constant presence “added to the general sense of 

insecurity which permeated the formative period of colonization” (Carroll 136).  And 

Cotton Mather, with his characteristic gloom, also ominously warned readers in 1707 to 

beware “[t]he Evening Wolves, the rabid and howling Wolves of the Wilderness” who 

“would make more frequent Havock among you, & not leave the Bones till the morning” 

(Frontiers 14).10  However, wolves weren’t the only animal to fear.  William Wood 
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claimed that “the wildcat . . . is by nature fierce and more dangerous to be met withal 

than any other creature” in New England (45).  Cotton Mather was even terrified by the 

denizens of the skies, remarking in one sermon that “[t]he Birds of prey (and indeed the 

Devils most literally in the shape of great Birds!) are flying about” (Wonders 73).  Nearly 

every natural history from the seventeenth century catalogues these animals, as well as 

others such as rattlesnakes, bears, and even the persistently troublesome mosquitoes 

(which were far more dangerous than most New Englanders imagined, often carrying 

diseases, unbeknownst to them).  The historical record is unclear about how many people 

were actually harmed by the likes of these various creatures, but one fact is very clear: for 

the earliest settlers they were a genuine source of fear.  As Shepard put it, the beasts of 

the wilderness could not only “sting and vex you,” but also “terrifie you and tear you in 

pieces.” 

Often worse than these animal dangers, the sometimes extreme seasonal weather 

changes of New England presented to the Puritans many of their most difficult 

challenges.  The comparatively mild winters of Europe had done little to prepare them for 

the intensity of those in Massachusetts, and in the first decades of the Puritans’ 

settlement, death was particularly common.  Describing a snow storm in 1638, John 

Winthrop writes in his diary that “there was so great a tempest of wind and snow all the 

night and the next day, as had not been since our time.  Five men and youths perished 

between Mattapan and Dorchester, and a man and woman between Boston and Roxbury” 

(Winthrop 1: 291).  Winthrop and his fellow Bostonians reacted to the tragedy in a 

typical Puritan manner: the storm “occasioned some of our ministers to stir us up to seek 
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the Lord better” (1: 291).  Indeed, the hardships of long, freezing winters were a constant 

threat, for even in summer and autumn the colonists struggled to amass enough resources 

to last through the cold months. 

 Consequently, scarcities in food—which were at times the products of climate and 

pests—often exacerbated the problems of the New England winters.  Invariably, such 

shortages led to sickness and death.  The first winter at Plymouth Colony, in 1620-21, 

brought widespread suffering to the colonists.  Bradford writes that “in two or three 

months’ time half of their company died . . . being the depth of winter, and wanting 

houses and other comforts; being infected with scurvy and other diseases” (Bradford 85).  

This “starving time” would be a common recurrence in seventeenth century colonial life, 

as the settlers struggled to eke out a living from the often harsh landscape.  In 1643, 

Winthrop describes how corn became “very scarce all over the country,” which “came by 

the just hand of the Lord, to punish our ingratitude and covetousness” (2: 91-92).  The 

scarcity, he tells us, was a combined result of “the cold and wet summer,” “pigeons [that] 

came in such flocks . . . that beat down, and eat up a very great quantity,” and mice that 

“did much spoil in orchards, eating off the bark at the bottom of the fruit trees in the time 

of the snow” (Winthrop 2: 92).  All of these events caused Winthrop to wonder: “So 

many enemies doth the Lord arm against our daily bread, that we might know we are to 

eat it in the sweat of our brows” (2: 92).  By the time Thomas Shepard delivered his 

sermon later in the century, the history of the colonies gave him good reason to warn of 

“suffering hunger and thirst” (4). 
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Besides the more visible physical threats present in the wilderness of New 

England, the settlers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also faced natural 

dangers whose sources they couldn’t see: diseases and sicknesses.  In 1666, Boston 

suffered a smallpox epidemic that claimed the lives of forty people; in 1678, a more 

disastrous outbreak left nearly eight hundred in Boston dead.  Dysentery caused 

widespread suffering in New York in 1683, and yellow fever epidemics claimed many 

lives in Boston in 1693, Philadelphia in 1699, and New York in 1702.11  In February 

1631, John Winthrop writes about “the poorer sort of people . . . much afflicted with the 

scurvy, and many died,” which causes him to remember that at the “first planting [at 

Plymouth Colony], near the half of their people died of it” (1: 58).  Later, in 1638, 

Winthrop mentions that “much sickness of pox and fevers spread through the country,” 

which was caused by “the apparent decay of power of religion” (Winthrop 1:284).  And, 

even as he tries to put a positive spin of life on New England, William Wood admits that 

“the two chief messengers of mortality be fevers and calentures” (32).  

Indeed, for most Puritan settlers, the natural world of New England was rife with 

innumerable dangers.  Yet despite the omnipresence of those physical dangers, the 

Puritans never failed to read into natural phenomena spiritual implications, too.  One the 

one hand, just as Thomas Shepard did with the metaphor of “wilderness,” aspects of the 

natural landscape were employed as metaphors for the spiritual condition of humankind.  

For instance, in a 1673 election day sermon, Cambridge pastor Urian Oakes preached 

about the dangers of the vanities of the physical world in terms of nature imagery:  
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You have men now, where they were twenty years ago: For they are sunk 

and stuck fast in the mire and clay of this present world, & cannot stir: 

There is much thorny ground in this Country, and the Seed of the Word is 

choaked, and the springing of any good in their Souls is checked and 

hindered by the cares of the World, deceitfulness of Riches and lusts of 

other things.  There is so much rooting in the Earth, that there is little 

growing upward, Heavenward, I mean.  (Oakes 32-33) 

Surely Oakes does not mean members of his congregation literally have their feet stuck in 

“the mire and clay” that can be found all over Massachusetts.  And even though New 

England does have plenty of “thorny ground” to beware of, Oakes is using the phrase 

figuratively to denote how the spread of God’s word is hindered by too much focus on 

“the cares of the World.” 

But on the other hand, the spiritual use of natural objects was more than mere 

metaphor to be employed in sermons.  As I’ve suggested previously, the Puritans in New 

England typically read the natural world and events occurring within it as signs from God 

expressing his approval or displeasure toward them.  “Types, emblems, and images from 

nature all unify ultimately in the Savior,” Jeff Jeske explains in the context of Puritan 

poet Edward Taylor, “and the poet’s trajectory is upward, away from the world even as 

he celebrates it” (Jeske 60-61).  Scripture certainly remained the primary means for 

Puritans to discover God’s desires and intentions, but they also sought out signs of God’s 

work in the everyday physical world.  Consequently, it wasn’t long before the natural 
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world became to them a source of divine revelation.  To the Puritans, the natural world 

came to represent the Providence of the Christian God in action.   

For scholars of literature-and-environment studies, this view is significant.  The 

Puritan tendency to read the world for signs of God is a very early precursor to 

subsequent scientific modes of inquiry about the natural world.  Michael Branch, in a 

study of colonial American nature writing, reminds us that the “separation of the now 

distinct epistemological paradigms we call ‘religion’ and ‘science’ is a relatively recent 

event in intellectual history and that crucial advances in human knowledge have 

frequently been offered by people whose understanding of the world encompassed both 

the things they could see and those they could not” (Branch, “Before” 101).  Indeed, 

nowadays popular understanding seems to find a conflict between science, which is based 

on unchanging laws that govern the universe, and the “Puritan conception of a universe in 

the control of an unpredictable deity” (Miller and Johnson 729).  But in the seventeenth 

century, in fact, “[f]ree inquiry into natural phenomena was hindered more by lack of 

adequate equipment than by theological opposition” (Miller and Johnson 729).  Truth be 

told, some of the earliest natural historians were New England Puritans, and any survey 

of early American scientific inquiry must at least include Cotton Mather’s monumental 

The Christian Philosopher (1721).  Or, as Branch puts it, “[a]lthough early Puritans often 

held a virulent antipathy towards wilderness, Cotton Mather was a late Puritan who 

demonstrated genuine enthusiasm for the study of nature” (Branch, Reading 110).  It is 

equally significant that when the Royal Society was founded in 1663, of the original 

sixty-eight members, forty-two of them were Puritans (Jeske 39). 
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However, even though the Puritans had their hand in the earliest scientific inquiry 

in England and America, and even though they eagerly observed the natural world to 

understand its parts and how they worked, most did not believe in the existence of any 

fundamental, immutable laws of nature.  That is, since it was the creation of an all-

powerful sovereign deity, nature and its forces could thus be altered and manipulated by 

His divine power.  The Puritans believed that the Christian God “reserved to himself the 

right to reverse or interrupt the laws of nature, which though usual, customary, and 

ordinary, were not inevitable.  God could and sometimes did warn men by fire, flood, 

earthquake, and ‘blazing star,’ by apparition and providential intervention, in order that 

he might chasten whom he wished” (Miller and Johnson 731-32).  The physical world 

was free to be studied, natural systems to be analyzed and examined, but not solely for 

the purpose of obtaining facts or data in the way scientific study is understand today.  

Instead, the best use of scientific study for the Puritan was to use those facts and that data 

to reveal the divine order in the natural world.  Indeed, for the natural world, the “highest 

value was symbolic” (Miller and Johnson 730).   

One direct consequence of this view of nature was the proliferation of what were 

called “remarkable providences”—stories about events testifying to the providence of 

God.  These stories of providences were usually first told in sermons, but then often 

gathered later in published collections.  Tales of amazing rescues at sea and miraculous 

stories of survival in ocean storms were among the more common ones.  In 1684, 

Increase Mather claimed that it was the “Most High, who stills the noise of the seas, the 

noise of their waves” (I. Mather, An Essay 2).  William Wood also writes that while “a 
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ship may often be rocked too and again upon the troublesome sea, yet seldom doth it sink 

or overturn because it is kept by that careful hand of Providence by which it is rocked” 

(70).  In 1723, Cotton Mather delivered a sermon titled The Voice of God in a Tempest, in 

which he takes the people of Boston to task, seeing in their spiritual transgressions the 

cause of a recent storm and flood: “GOD had in an uncommon and surprising manner, 

poured the Waters of the Sea upon the earth; and the Tide having risen considerably 

higher than was ever known in our Memory, the Damage which the City suffers was 

incredible” (C. Mather, Days 258).  Signs of God also appeared in forms other than 

storms.  Urian Oakes explains that to those who followed God “into a wilderness, a land 

that was not sown, a place of great hardships and difficulties . . . was it not God who then 

sweetened their wilderness condition to them” (22).  He continues by writing that 

“[t]hough the Earth should tremble and reel to and fro, the Sea roar, the Mountains be 

cast into the midst of the Sea, and there be a Day of Gloominess and thick Darkness 

coming upon the Reformed Churches,” he still has “Commission from the Lord to say, It 

shall be well with the Righteous” (Oakes 63).  Such accounts of providence were told as a 

way to offer evidence of the wonder and sovereignty of God, and indeed they 

corroborated the Puritan worldview.  But at the same time, their subtext almost invariably 

underscores the incredible, violent nature of the natural world. 

Moreover, the signs to be found in nature did not always indicate the pleasure or 

approval of God.  For example, in the winter months of 1664, Samuel Danforth 

interpreted a comet as a portent of God’s punishment.  In the subsequent months after the 

comet was visible, he attributes to it such disasters as the “sad Mildew and Blasting” 
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which led to “our principle grain being turned into an husk & rotteness”; “Severe 

Drought this last Summer, which burnt up the Pastures and the latter growth”; and “Early 

Frosts, which smote out Indian Corn, and greatly impoverished our latter Harvest” 

(Danforth 25).  Taken together, these signs and their connection to the comet are a means 

“[b]y all which doubtless the Lord calls upon New-England to awake and to repent” 

(Danforth 25).  Cotton Mather, in his now-famous treatise Wonders of the Invisible 

World, attributes natural disasters and human suffering not only to the displeasure of 

God, but also to the presence of devilish forces in the colonies: “Plagues are some of 

those woes with which the Divel troubles us. . . . ’Tis the Destroyer, or the Divel, that 

scatters Plagues about the World: Pestilential and Contagious Diseases, ’tis the Divel 

who does oftentimes Invade us with them” (17).  Mather also makes reference to “those 

Infectious Feavers, which are but so many Disguised Plagues among us, Causing 

Epidemical Desolations” (Wonders 18).  Furthermore, he also asks, “why may not Storms 

be reckoned among those Woes, with which the Devil does disturb us?  It is not 

improbable, that Natural Storms on the World, are often of the Devils raising” (C. 

Mather, Wonders 18).12  So prevalent was the notion that American wilderness was the 

devil’s realm that the Puritans lived in constant fear of succumbing to Satanic 

temptations.  As Peter N. Carroll so aptly states it, “[t]he Puritan colonists translated all 

adversity as signs of this diabolic opposition and conceived of the wilderness as the site 

of a moral battle against Satan and his minions” (73). 

What all of these literal and metaphorical sermons, addresses, and diary accounts 

tell us is that the Puritans felt little recourse but to turn to God for explanations of both 
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how and why things in nature worked as they did.  Perhaps the most famous declaration 

of the need for spiritual sustenance in overcoming the real, physical threats presented by 

the New World landscape is that offered by early Plymouth governor William Bradford.  

As he describes it in his history Of Plymouth Plantation, upon arriving on the shores of 

Cape Cod, Bradford sees his natural surroundings in Massachusetts as obstacles that need 

to be surmounted.  For him, New England is not a welcoming environment, but rather an 

indifferent or even hostile one.  Writing about his “poor people’s present condition,” he 

famously laments that  

Being thus passed the vast ocean, and a sea of troubles before in their 

preparation (as may be remembered by that which went before), they had 

now no friends to welcome them nor inns to entertain or refresh their 

weatherbeaten bodies; no houses or much less town to repair to, to seek 

for succour.  It is recorded in Scripture as a mercy to the Apostle and his 

shipwrecked company, that the barbarians showed them no small kindness 

in refreshing them, but these savage barbarians, when they met with them 

(as after will appear) were readier to fill their sides full of arrows than 

otherwise.  And for the season it was winter, and they that know the 

winters of that country know them to be sharp and violent, and subject to 

cruel and fierce storms, dangerous to travel to known places, much more 

to search an unknown coast.  Besides, what could they see but a hideous 

and desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and wild men—and what 

multitudes there might be of them they knew not.  Neither could they, as it 
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were, go up to the top of Pisgah to view from this wilderness a more 

goodly country to feed their hopes; for which way soever they turned their 

eyes (save upward to the heavens) they could have little solace or content 

in respect of any outward objects.  For summer being done, all things 

stand upon them with a weatherbeaten face, and the whole country, full of 

woods and thickets, represented a wild and savage hue.  If they looked 

behind them, there was the mighty ocean which they had passed and was 

now as a main bar and gulf to separate them from all the civil parts of the 

world. . . . (Bradford 69-70) 

It is difficult to fully appreciate and imagine the profundity of the isolation that Bradford 

describes here.  After the arduous passage over the “vast ocean,” these travelers 

encounter no haven nor solace but rather “sharp and violent,” “cruel and fierce” winter 

weather.  Instead of the warmth of welcoming inns, they face “savage barbarians” eager 

to “fill their sides full of arrows.”  The melancholy tone of the last line underscores the 

immensity of the physical distance behind them, “separate[ing] them from all the civil 

parts of the world.”  Perhaps most important, Bradford laments that they could not “go up 

to the top of Pisgah to view from this wilderness a more goodly country to feed their 

hopes.”  Whereas the Israelites before them caught a glimpse of the Promised Land from 

the summit of Mount Pisgah, here in the New World the Puritan settlers have no such 

view, and no such promise.  Their hope for survival and success rests on faith alone.  In 

this passage, Bradford and company stand poised at the edge of what is imagined as a 

hostile world fraught with dangers immanent in the natural landscape.  Instead of a 
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Promised Land, they see only the immensity of an unending wilderness, a Gothic 

landscape haunted by original sin.  This was their first encounter with the New World, 

and the first impression proved indelible.  As I explore in subsequent chapters, that 

impression became a way of seeing the natural world that would persist for centuries—

haunting the consciousness of Anglo-American authors long after Puritanism had faded 

away. 

 

*   *   * 

No study of the Puritan experience of nature in New England would be adequate 

without a discussion of their interactions with and assumptions about the Native peoples 

who inhabited the land they encountered.  In addition to all of their representations of the 

natural world as a source of danger and divine retribution, equally significant to the 

development of a Gothic strain of nature writing are Puritan conceptions of Native 

Americans.  Unequipped with modern practices of anthropology or ethnography, the 

Puritans in the New World saw the Indians only in terms of their own Eurocentric 

perspective.  And from that perspective, the habits, customs, and social practices of the 

Native peoples generally cast them in various pejorative lights.  Just as important, these 

Puritan assumptions about the Native Americans would have a long-lasting influence on 

American literature. 

Faye Ringel writes that the Puritans “misread . . . Indian religion” and “viewed 

their New Canaan through a dark Gothic lens,” and indeed she is correct (54).  Her term 

“misread” is particularly apt, because while the Puritans did try to read into the physical 
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world symbols and signs of religious import, they continually misinterpreted who and 

what the Native peoples in New England were.  To be sure, few originally saw the 

Indians as any sort of enemy that needed to be vanquished; as Alden T. Vaughan puts it, 

“[t]he later American frontier conviction that ‘the only good Indian is a dead one’ never 

held a dominant place in Puritan thinking” (19).  Instead, most of the earliest Puritan 

settlers imagined the Indians to be descendents of the lost tribes of Israel.  Having spent 

so long in the wilderness under the influence of Satan, these “lost” peoples had become 

heathen barbarians, they believed.  In the seventeenth century conceptions of racial 

difference did not yet exist, and the color of the skin wasn’t very significant—in fact, 

most Puritans thought the Native peoples were actually white men and women whose 

skin had become darkened by the natural elements.  In short, these beliefs led the first 

generations of Puritans in Massachusetts toward the goal of converting the “heathens” 

rather than eradicating them (as would become the case in later centuries).13 

That said, the early Puritans did write about the Native peoples in ways that had 

profound implications for future American generations, some of which are still with us 

even today.  For this study, most significant is the Puritan tendency to conflate the 

Indians with the natural world.  Unlike the Puritans themselves—who, as they imagined 

it, stood apart from the rest of the physical world because of their spiritual aspirations—

the Natives were believed to be at home in the wilderness.  Whereas the Puritans intended 

to transform the wilderness of New England into a New Jerusalem, the Indians felt no 

need to do so (obviously, because they believed none of the Christian theological 

framework that the Puritans did).  They used it for their benefit, altering the landscapes 
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with such practices as controlled burning, clearing forests, and plowing for agriculture, 

but the Native peoples of New England never intended any radical transformation in the 

way that most Euroamerican settlers did.14  Indeed, their comparative “closeness” with 

the land and the ease with which they lived there (in European eyes) made the Natives 

seem a part of the natural world.  Consequently, William Bradford, in his description of 

New England shortly after making landfall, is able to see “a hideous and desolate 

wilderness, full of wild beasts and wild men” (69).  For him, there is nearly no difference 

between the landscape and the various creatures that dwell there, human and nonhuman 

alike.  Similarly, Roger Williams (who was eventually banished from the Plymouth 

colony and later founded Providence, Rhode Island) maintains that the Native peoples 

“have sprung and growne up in that very place, like the very trees of the wildernesse.”  

Other examples of these associations abound in seventeenth-century Puritan writings. 

The conflation of the Native Americans and the New England wilderness 

inevitably led many Puritans to believe that the Indians were Satanic beings.  For, if the 

wilderness was the fallen land corrupted by original sin in which devils cavorted, it 

logically followed that those who lived there had fallen under the devil’s spell—or were 

devils themselves.  And, of course, because the Native peoples showed no sign of 

practicing Christianity, the Puritans assumed they must be heathens.  Moreover, as the 

seventeenth century progressed and Euroamerican relationships with the Native peoples 

became more and more strained, many Puritans found it easy to justify the violence that 

frequently erupted not as battles against Indians, but rather against Satan’s minions.  In 

those wars, the Puritans fought with the understanding that their deeds were divinely 
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sanctioned.  Writing retrospectively about the atrocities of King Philip’s War (1675-

1676), Cotton Mather claims that “Wars are also some of those Woes, with which the 

Divel causes our Trouble” (Wonders 18).  And about the Natives they battled he argues: 

“They are not Swarthy Indians, but they are Sooty Devils” (C. Mather, Wonders 54).  

While it is unfair to generalize too much about the complex relationships between the 

settlers of New England and its Native inhabitants, nevertheless the Puritan tendency to 

blur terms such as “wild men,” “wild beasts,” “Sooty Devils,” and “Swarthy Indians” was 

commonplace enough by the end of the seventeenth century that such a vocabulary and 

system of symbolic associations had virtually permeated Euroamerican culture.   

While it is clear that these negative symbolic associations would make violence 

against the Natives easier, one of the unexpected consequences of these descriptions of 

Native Americans and the wilderness was the proliferation and promulgation of a whole 

new set of Puritan fears.  If the Indians in America had become the instruments of the 

devil by virtue of merely living closely to the fallen, haunted landscape of the wilderness 

and succumbing to its temptations, then weren’t the Puritans also very much at risk of the 

same fate?  And if the Indians had come to be associated with the natural, physical, and 

carnal world to the detriment of their spiritual condition, couldn’t a similar regression 

happen to the Puritan saints?  Certainly the Puritans labored hard to transform the 

wilderness of the New World into a Promised Land, but by entering the darkened reaches 

of the forests and the shadowy valleys of Massachusetts, they constantly put themselves 

in harm’s way.  To be sure, the Puritans never made it a habit to venture alone in the 

wilderness; their aim was to establish urban centers that could provide safe pockets 
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within that wilderness.  But in order to build those cities on a hill, they needed first to 

enter the wilderness and transform it. 

To illustrate some of these complex connections between Euroamerican 

representations of Native Americans and fundamental anxieties about nature and 

humankind’s role within it, I turn to Mary Rowlandson’s 1682 captivity narrative, A True 

History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson.  A landmark text in 

early American literature, Rowlandson’s book is famous because it embodies and 

exemplifies nearly all of the tropes and thematic concerns that recur in stories of captivity 

written in the following centuries.  More important here, however, her narrative also 

exhibits most of these Puritan fears of nature and, in so doing, it establishes the central 

cultural issues that persist in the Gothic nature writing that develops in the following 

century. 

 

*   *   * 

In the pre-dawn hours of February 20, 1676, a group of Narragansett Indians 

raided the Massachusetts town of Lancaster.15  The battle was part of the ongoing King 

Philip’s War, which was an intensely violent but short-lived conflict, lasting only from 

1675 to 1676.  In the preceding decade, relations between the Puritan settlers in 

Massachusetts and the resident Native tribes had become strained, largely because of 

competing land claims and an increase of Puritan power and presence in New England.  

Open war finally broke out in the summer of 1675.  The Wampanoag sachem Metacom 

(or “Philip”) had formed an alliance with the neighboring Nipmuck and Narragansett 
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tribes, and after many provocations they began attacking the colonies.  The English 

retaliated, and during the winter of 1675-1676, they invaded a Narragansett village in the 

swamps of Rhode Island, killing nearly 600.  As part of their response, the Narragansetts 

raided Lancaster.  During the attack, several houses were burned, twelve people killed, 

and twenty-four more taken captive.16  Among those captured was Mary Rowlandson—

daughter of wealthy landowner and Lancaster founder John White and, more 

significantly, wife of minister Joseph Rowlandson.  For the next twelve weeks, she lived 

with her Narragansett captors as they traveled across the landscapes of Massachusetts and 

into present day Vermont and New Hampshire.  Because the skirmish at Lancaster was 

an episode of the larger ongoing King Philip’s War, the constant relocations (which she 

calls “removes,” suggesting removal from the light of God) that she endures are a 

consequence of the ever-nearing English forces.  For most of the time Rowlandson spent 

with the Narragansetts, they were starving and on the run.  Yet the Indians knew the 

value of their minister’s-wife captive, and on May 2, 1676 she was finally ransomed for 

£20 at Provincetown, Massachusetts, at a site now known as Redemption Rock. 

Six years later, having had time to reflect on it, Mary Rowlandson wrote and 

published an account of her ordeal.  It appeared in 1682 in Boston and Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, in three separate printings under the title The Soveraignty & Goodness of 

God, Together, With the Faithfulness of his Promises Displayed; Being a Narrative of the 

Captivity and Restauration of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson.  That same year a London edition 

was published with the title A True History of the Captivity and Restoration of Mrs. Mary 

Rowlandson, A Minister’s Wife in New-England.17  This notable book was the first Indian 
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captivity narrative to be published in North America, and it was the first book-length 

account of captivity.  It also stands as one of the rare examples of a publication by a 

Puritan woman and, as Annette Kolodny has rightly noted, it “begins the public record of 

American women’s encounter with the wilderness places of the New World landscape” 

(Land Before Her 17).  As a book, Rowlandson’s narrative became one of the first 

international bestsellers.  A True History, as most critics agree, also helped to inaugurate 

the captivity narrative as a literary form, with nearly all of the genre’s later conventions 

and forms present in this early incarnation.  Moreover, by establishing this literary genre, 

Rowlandson created what some call “the first American indigenous literary form” 

(Derounian-Stodola and Levernier 94).18  For all of these reasons and more, 

Rowlandson’s story has remained in print and continues to be anthologized, studied, and 

taught widely in schools. 

In addition to such claims to cultural and literary significance, I add that Mary 

Rowlandson’s A True History also stands as an early and important landmark in the 

history of Gothic nature writing.  Of course, Rowlandson was in no way trying to 

produce a record of the natural, physical world of Massachusetts in the fashion of her 

contemporaries John Josselyn, John Smith, or William Wood.  Still, I place her narrative 

in the rubric of “nature writing” because, whether she intended it to or not, it provides an 

insightful glimpse into how a seventeenth-century Puritan woman viewed and 

experienced the natural world around her.  As a cultural artifact, A True History has much 

to offer scholars who study literature and nature.  It not only stands as one of the earliest 

records of a Puritan’s experience outside the safe confines of the colonies, but also 
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establishes many of the major tropes and themes of later Gothic nature writing—almost a 

century before Gothic literature as we know it even existed.  In short, Rowlandson’s 

narrative depicts a physical landscape inscribed with generations of violence, linked 

specifically to the Native peoples of North America.  She also calls attention to the 

slipperiness of categories of “human” and “animal,” revealing the wilderness as a site 

where those categories easily blur.  And, ultimately, she depicts that wilderness not as a 

realm of beauty or pleasure, but as a horrifying, alien, and profoundly other region that 

must be escaped in order to survive. 

First of all, A True History is filled with fear and violence.  Scholars of the literary 

Gothic love to disagree on particulars, but, as David Punter has noted, “the one element 

which . . . crops up in all the relevant [Gothic] fiction . . . is fear” (Punter 1: 18).  The 

Narragansett raid on Lancaster was—like all warfare—brutal and horrifying, and 

Rowlandson captures the experience vividly.  The violence she describes can be 

astonishing to modern readers, and just as alarming is the matter-of-factness with which 

she relates it.  For example, in the opening scene when the Indians descend on Lancaster, 

they kill a number of English settlers: “one was knock’d on the head,” another “was shot 

and wounded” and, while begging for mercy they “knock’d him on the head, stripped him 

naked, and split open his Bowels” (31).  Rowlandson herself muses about the suddenness 

of the violence: 

When we are in prosperity, oh the Little that we think of such dreadful 

Sights; and to see our dear Friends and Relations lie bleeding out their 

Heart-blood upon the Ground!  There was one who was chopped into the 
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Head with a Hatchet, and stripp’d naked, and yet was crawling up and 

down.  It was a solemn Sight to see so many Christians lying in their 

Blood, some here and some there, like a company of Sheep torn by 

Wolves; all of them stript naked by a company of hell-hounds, roaring, 

singing, ranting, and insulting, as if they would have torn our very hearts 

out.  (33) 

Contemporary readers might flinch at her casual descriptions of such horrors, but we 

must remember that Rowlandson was writing from a profoundly different cultural 

worldview.  In seventeenth-century New England, pain, violence, and death were aspects 

of daily life, and they provided important cultural functions.  In her study of murder in 

colonial America, Karen Halttunen writes that in Rowlandson’s era, “pain was not only 

accepted as a feature of life after the Fall, it was embraced as a useful instrument of social 

discipline” (Murder 31).  Pain was used to correct the behavior of all people, from 

children to servants to criminals.  And just as important, the punishment was often a 

public one, for all to see—on the scaffold, in the town square.  “Such practices,” 

continues Halttunen, “bred a mundane familiarity with blood and pain” (Murder 31). 

 Rowlandson’s graphic depictions of violence are significant because similar 

descriptions later become an essential attribute of much Gothic fiction in the eighteenth 

century and beyond.  To Rowlandson, “and surely to the audience which devoured these 

narratives [of captivity], the trauma of captivity elicited the enhanced sensibility later 

audiences found in gothic novels” (Mogen 97).  Specifically, Rowlandson’s unabashed 

accounts of Indian violence are precursors to the graphic horrors made infamous by the 
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likes of Matthew Lewis’s 1796 Gothic novel The Monk.  His book caused quite a 

controversy across Europe when it was published because of its vivid scenes of human 

violence—such as of a nun being trampled by a mob, of a monk dropped from great 

heights down the side of a mountain—and it led many critics to draw a distinction 

between his “horror Gothic” and the more veiled and subtle “terror Gothic” of authors 

such as Ann Radcliffe, who only hinted and but never fully revealed the sources of fear.  

As Radcliffe herself explained the matter in a posthumously published essay “On the 

Supernatural in Poetry,” “Terror and horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the 

soul, and awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes, and 

nearly annihilates them” (Radcliffe 168).  The written descriptions of violence which 

“annihilate” the “faculties” depicted by Lewis in 1796 have their roots in narratives such 

as Rowlandson’s.  The significant difference is that in seventeenth century Puritan New 

England, that violence was by no means unusual.  Rowlandson’s world was so filled with 

pain and suffering that her descriptions elicited no cultural objections, and no one batted 

an eye at her publishing them.  In fact, her narrative functions in a similar fashion as a 

humiliation sermon, whose purpose was to recognize the sinfulness and suffering of 

human life on the way to finding God’s saving grace.  It was only later, once the 

widespread cultural relationships to pain had changed, that such descriptions as 

Rowlandson’s would become objectionable and offensive (though exceedingly popular in 

Gothic fiction). 

 For Mary Rowlandson, the sort of violence she writes about was a very real and 

present facet of life on the New England frontier.  In fact, the wilderness into which her 
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Indian captors drag her is precisely that wilderness described by Thomas Shepard—a 

region both literal and symbolic, in which dangers and threats encroach from every 

direction.  When she writes that “I must turn my back upon the Town, and travel with 

[the Indians] into the vast and desolate Wilderness, I know not whither,” Rowlandson is 

indicating her removal to both a spiritually dangerous realm and a literal region of 

Massachusetts (34).  She knew full well that she was entering what Shepard called a 

“land of pits & fiery serpents . . . among the wild beasts” (Shepard 4-5).  Indeed, 

Shepard’s 1672 sermon almost seems to prophesy the perils that Rowlandson must face: 

“confusion and disorder” (Shepard 3); “a condition destitute of many necessary comforts 

. . . suffering hunger and thirst”; “in danger to be lost”; “many positive evils” (4); and a 

place “not hedged in, nor fenced about” (5).  In Rowlandson’s own words, describing her 

experience of waking up one morning and forgetting where she was, she runs outside to 

find “nothing but Wilderness and Woods, and a company of barbarous Heathen” 

(Rowlandson 47).   

Of course, in true Puritan fashion, the horrors to be found in that wilderness are 

both spiritual and physical.  Just as her contemporaries were reading the signs of the 

natural world as revelations from God, so too does Rowlandson.  She is also acutely 

aware that her captors have carried her away from the safety of her urban sphere into the 

fallen landscape of the natural world.  The landscape found in A True History is, as Amy 

Schrager Lang puts it, “at once literal and symbolic: physical suffering mirrors spiritual 

affliction; time is marked in space as ‘Removes’ from white civilization and from the 

light of the Gospel” (Lang 21).  And most important, Rowlandson discovers that “the 
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darkness of the thicket is indistinguishable from the darkness of the soul when God has 

turned away his face” (Lang 21).  Lang contends that “Rowlandson’s real journey is an 

interior one,” and she is correct to emphasize the spiritual and psychological aspects of 

Rowlandson’s captivity, for they are an essential quality of the captivity genre as a whole 

(Lang 21).  Throughout her twelve weeks with the Narragansetts, Rowlandson constantly 

envisions her ordeal as a divinely-created test of her faith.  Still, I take issue with Lang’s 

claim that Rowlandson’s “real journey is an interior one”—as if somehow her experience 

of physical survival in the wilderness was any less real.  Rowlandson may have feared for 

her spiritual survival as much as or even more than her corporeal survival, but certainly 

much of her written narrative focuses on the struggle to remain physically alive.  Equally 

important, that physical struggle for survival pushes her spiritual paradigm almost to the 

point of fracture. 

The wilderness that Rowlandson confronts while captive completely overwhelms 

her.  Annette Kolodny has observed that, while Rowlandson eventually finds a “niche” 

within the Native culture, “[t]he only terrain she can never negotiate on her own is the 

landscape itself” (Land Before Her 18).  Time and again, Rowlandson is unable to 

navigate her way through the Massachusetts wilderness; without the Natives to guide her, 

she is lost.  For instance, early in her captivity she learns that her son Joseph (who has 

also been taken captive), is only about a mile away; asking permission to visit him, she 

obtains the freedom to do so.  However, the landscape itself thwarts her: “[I] quickly lost 

myself,” Rowlandson writes, “travelling over Hills and through Swamps, and could not 

find the way to him” (44).  Only when she returns to her “Master” and seeks help can she 
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find him—quite easily her Master “shewed me the way to my Son” (44).  Indeed, the 

Narragansetts seem to possess a remarkable ability to navigate the wilderness in ways the 

Euroamericans cannot.  Rowlandson remarks with wonder how one day “many 

hundreds” of Indians, “old and young . . . got over this River” without any difficulty; but 

when the English come, “this River put a stop to them” (40).  As usual, she assigns to this 

turn of events a spiritual message from God indicating that she was not yet “ready for so 

great a mercy as victory and deliverance” (40).  Nevertheless, the incident emphasizes the 

inability of Rowlandson and the English Puritans to find their way through the natural 

landscape without the aid of the Indians.  In fact, nearly all of Mary Rowlandson’s 

experiences in the wilderness are mediated by the Narragansetts themselves.  It might 

seem obvious to say, but without them she would never have encountered the landscape 

of New England as she does, nor would she likely have survived had they abandoned her 

anywhere in the wilderness.  As Thomas Shepard had warned, any Puritan in the 

wilderness is “in danger to be lost.” 

In A True History, Rowlandson generally depicts the Narragansetts as monstrous 

beings who appear to be as much devil as they are human.  In so doing, she establishes 

what later becomes an important Gothic trope.  Early in her tale she calls her captors 

“murtherous Wretches” (31), “Pagans,” and “merciless Enemies” (35).  Later, the “Crew 

of Pagans” (42) are said to be “like madmen” (54).  Even more damning, Rowlandson 

describes the Indians as Satanic, “So like were these barbarous creatures to him who was 

a liar from the beginning” (48).  Such dark and foreboding renderings of her Native 

captors often verge toward a Gothic vocabulary, such as in the way she describes the 
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Indian revels on the first night after the Lancaster raid: “This was the dolefullest night 

that ever my eyes saw: oh the roaring, and singing, and dancing, and yelling of those 

black creatures in the night, which made the place a lively resemblance of hell!” (33-34).  

This tableau anticipates the later Gothic associations of nighttime, shadowy creatures, 

and Satanic imagery, and it is one common in American literature.  As I’ve already 

explained, the New England Puritans tended to see the Native peoples as humans that had 

succumbed to the influence of Satan; Rowlandson’s descriptions here are no different.  

For her, being captured and dragged into the wilderness is tantamount to being forced 

into the landscape of Satan.  Or in Gothic terms, she is carried into the “haunted castle” 

of the wilderness by the Gothic Indian captors, where she must then confront some of her 

worst fears. 

Just as important—and perhaps even more important for this study of Gothic 

representations of nature—Rowlandson also describes the Indians in animal terms.  After 

the initial attack on her town she calls them “Wolves,” “ravenous Bears,” and “Barbarous 

Creatures” (33); and towards the end of her story she presents herself as having “been in 

the midst of those roaring Lions and Savage Bears” (61).  Elsewhere she worries that her 

children, spread among different groups of Narragansett and Nipmuck Indians, are 

surrounded by “the wild Beasts of the Forest” (39).  It is unclear here whether she refers 

to the Indians or to the actual non-human denizens of the forest.  But in either case, it is 

significant that the distinction is blurred.  These are precisely the types of dangers in the 

wilderness that Shepard warned about, and the very real dangers that the New England 

Puritans had continually faced over the preceding half-century.  Moreover, Rowlandson’s 
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choice of animal epithets also underscores the ferocity that she perceives in the Natives 

themselves; they appear to her not as harmless woodland fauna but instead “Lions,” 

“Wolves,” and “Bears,” animals renowned for their violence.  In fact, she describes how 

they came to attack Lancaster “like Bears bereft of their whelps, or so many ravenous 

Wolves” (59).  In short, Rowlandson casts the Indians as the same types of animals that 

the Puritans most feared outside their New England towns and villages. 

Though they might seem relatively benign to our modern ears, these animal 

insults amounted to much more than mere name-calling.  In fact, the phrases and words 

that Rowlandson uses would have had powerful rhetorical implications in seventeenth 

century New England.  As historian Keith Thomas writes, nowadays “[a]nimal insults . . . 

have lost the force they possessed in an age when beasts enjoyed no claim to moral 

consideration” (48).  But in the early modern era, “for those who committed acts of 

bloody atrocity, the dehumanization of their victims by reclassifying them as animals was 

often a necessary mental preliminary” (Thomas 48).  Most Europeans (and 

Euroamericans) in the seventeenth century imagined themselves as beings distinctly 

separate from the animal world, of a superior class on every level—morally, 

intellectually, socially, and, perhaps most importantly, spiritually.  The doctrine of human 

uniqueness that the Puritans adhered to placed humankind midway in a hierarchical scale 

between animals and a transcendent God: “Man stood to animal as did heaven to earth, 

soul to body, culture to nature” (Thomas 35).19  Consequently, when Rowlandson 

variously describes the Native peoples that she encounters as wolves, lions, and bears, 

she is fundamentally reducing them to an inferior class of life—in essence, robbing them 
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of their humanity and thus any moral capacity.  Indeed, as they lead her away from 

Lancaster “into the vast and desolate Wilderness,” she refers to her captors as being “like 

inhuman creatures” (Rowlandson 34). 

It is important to understand that Mary Rowlandson and her contemporaries never 

really doubted that the Native peoples they encountered were human.  But because the 

Indians were not regenerate Christians, the Puritans believed them to be especially 

susceptible to the wiles of Satan.  Out there in the fallen and corrupted wilderness, her 

captors could easily be used as agents of the devil.  Thus, on a literal level, when she 

asserts that the Indians are animals, Rowlandson is calling attention to what she considers 

their uncivilized behavior; likewise, when she describes them as devils, she is 

commenting on their un-Christian actions.  Nevertheless, these types of language carry a 

lot of rhetorical weight, and they also call attention to Rowlandson’s own fears while 

captive in the wilderness. 

This preoccupation with the moral and spiritual condition of animals also points 

toward a related Puritan anxiety.  Delivering a sermon a few years before the Lancaster 

attack, Urian Oakes warned that “a visible decay of, and declension from the practice of 

piety” have shown that “we are grown carnal, that once were a spiritual people” (Oakes 

29).  For the Puritans, this was a real danger: many believed that an emphasis on “carnal” 

rather than “spiritual” aspects of life lay behind God’s displeasure, one sign of which was 

the recent outbreak of King Philip’s War.  Indeed, among the Puritans there was a great 

effort to stamp out any signs of animal-like, or “carnal,” behavior, and however culturally 
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repressed such behavior may have been, a tension always existed between the spiritual 

and the physical aspects of life.  

This tension is brought into sharp relief as Rowlandson writes about her captivity.  

The complex spiritual apparatus she uses to make sense of her ordeal barely resists the 

strains of her struggle for survival.  In Rebecca Blevins Faery’s words, A True History is 

“a record of the failure of Puritan theology to absorb all experience” (29).  That is, as 

Rowlandson moves further away from safe, familiar ground and deeper into the 

wilderness, eventually she is forced to confront the physicality of the world in ways 

completely foreign to her.  This confrontation is most pronounced as she struggles to 

meet the basic needs of her own body—in the acts of finding food and eating.  At first, 

she is appalled by the types of food that her Narragansett captors consume, but very soon 

necessity overcomes discretion and she begins to eat happily that which she had 

previously turned down.  In her own words, it “’twas very hard to get down their filthy 

trash; but the third week . . . they were pleasant and savoury to my taste” (Rowlandson 

40).  She admits too that she has “seen Bear baked very handsomely amongst the English, 

and some liked it, but the thoughts that it was Bear made [her] tremble” (44).  

Nevertheless, once starvation sets in she discovers that Bear “was savoury to [her] that 

one would think was enough to turn the stomach of a bruit Creature” (44).  Comments 

like this abound in A True History.  The close attention Rowlandson pays to what she is 

eating is a sign of just how much her daily existence as a captive was occupied by 

worrying about and finding food.  By devoting so much time to describing meals and her 

compunctions about that food, she underscores both how far she was removed from the 
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relative comforts of her daily life and how much she now faced the most basic bodily 

needs for survival. 

Perhaps even more startling to Rowlandson than what she was eating was how she 

was eating it.  Just as her tastes become less discriminating the longer she is with the 

Indians, any sense of etiquette or decorum she might have once had is left behind.  In its 

place, she finds an incredible appetite: “I cannot but think what a Wolvish appetite 

persons have in a starving condition,” she exclaims at one point (Rowlandson 51).  It is 

no coincidence that at the same time she faces these most corporeal needs, she begins to 

describe herself in animal terms.  Her appetite becomes “Wolvish,” and, even more 

telling, after one meager meal she explains: “I had only a little Swill for the body, and 

then, like a Swine, must ly down on the Ground” (50).  Her Puritan worldview insists that 

these bodily needs are to be subordinated to spiritual ones.  But such subordination is less 

easy without the relative comforts of proper food, clothing, and shelter; and without 

them, her spiritual frame of reference falters.  By describing herself as “Wolvish” and 

calling herself a “Swine,” Rowlandson draws attention to the fact that, out there in the 

woods of Massachusetts, she found herself on the blurry frontier between human and 

animal.  This negative influence of the wilderness, to cause otherwise civilized, 

spiritually-upright people to degenerate, becomes a key aspect in the Gothic nature 

writing of the following century. 

Rowlandson’s confrontation with her physical self is what Gary L. Ebersole calls 

the “body-as-boundary.”  He contends that “human existence and personal identity are 

fundamentally defined by the boundary marked by the surfaces of the body,” even though 
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most of us remain unconscious of this fact for most of our lives (Ebersole 7).  But in 

moments of imminent physical danger—such as in captivity—“the human body is 

brutally brought to the attention of the captive as both the fragile container of life and, in 

the form of a corpse, as the cold, empty marker of death” (7).  Simply put, when captive, 

“one’s body is experienced in more fundamental ways than previously” (Ebersole 7).  

This is precisely what Rowlandson undergoes with the Narragansetts.  The experience so 

haunted her that, after her ordeal ended and she safely returned to Boston, she still wrote 

almost obsessively about what and how she ate.  For the Puritans, one basic distinction 

was that humans have the ability to choose, whereas animals only possess instincts.  Yet 

after weeks of starving, of being filthy, and living in conditions more primitive than any 

she had known, Mary Rowlandson is forced to act upon her animal instincts, and in so 

doing she depicts herself becoming exactly like the animal-like Indians she had 

previously described.  In short, her coherent Puritan identity breaks down.  Where she 

once saw herself separated from the wilderness by a spiritual distance, in captivity in the 

wilderness she finds herself inextricably bound to the natural world by her most basic 

human needs for survival. 

Even more horrifying are the subtle suggestions of cannibalism throughout A True 

History.  In the seventeenth century, images of Indians-as-cannibals were widespread in 

Europe, perhaps made most popular by Theodore de Bry’s engravings and explorer John 

White’s woodcuts.  Based in truth or not, these images and associations had permeated 

the Euroamerican worldview.  To be sure, Rowlandson never presents any overt claims to 

having witnessed cannibalism, nor does she ever contend outright that her Narragansett 



  76 

captors are eaters of human flesh.  Still, an undercurrent of suggestion and innuendo 

throughout the text indicate that, however buried it may have been, fears of cannibalism 

did lurk within Rowlandson’s experience.  Any direct references she makes are always 

once removed; in one instance, when inquiring after her son’s whereabouts, an Indian 

tells her that “his Master roasted him; and that himself did eat a piece of him as big as his 

two fingers” (46).  Rowlandson, however, attributes such a statement to a “horrible 

addictedness to lying” (46).20  In the early description of the attack on Lancaster, 

Rowlandson also mentions her fear that “the Indians gaping before us” will “devour us” 

(32).  This is likely not a literal claim—nothing in the prior incidents of King Philip’s 

War points toward Indian cannibalism—but even so, Rowlandson’s language is 

provocative.  Moreover, it is hard to deny the subtle implications of her calling the Native 

peoples “ravenous Bears” and then, several pages later, explaining that eating bear meat 

“was savoury to me” (44).  Again, no evidence suggests that the northeastern Native 

American tribes ever participated in acts of cannibalism, but in the seventeenth century 

such fears were widespread.  And if Mary Rowlandson is not writing literally about 

cannibalism, her choice of words does present a diluted sort of rhetorical cannibalism that 

hints at some of the horrors she both imagined and faced while in the wilderness.  The 

mere suggestion of this most taboo of topics and the way it haunts the pages of her 

narrative is itself one of the hallmarks of later Gothic fiction. 

All of these fears and traumas that she endured are gathered into A True History, 

which was written and published well after her captivity had ended.  Thus her narrative 

does not record her thoughts and emotions in the moments she describes; it was 
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composed only after she was able to reflect on the experience for some time.  Notably, 

she ends her story with an astonishingly Gothic conclusion.  That is, even though 

Rowlandson writes her narrative as a devotional exercise; even though most of her 

contemporaries read it as an exercise in moral and spiritual edification; and even though 

she eventually was rescued from her Native captors, A True History isn’t entirely a 

positive tale, and it doesn’t resolve itself with any comprehensive happy ending.  Indeed, 

she is safely returned home and is able to resume the outward appearances of her former, 

pre-captivity life.  But at the same time, she offers hints in A True History that suggest 

the trauma of her experience would not go away, even after her return to normal life.  For 

example, in the aforementioned scene where she describes her “Wolvish appetite,” she 

also admits that “after I was thoroughly hungry, I was never again satisfied; for though 

sometimes it fell out that I got enough, and did eat till I could eat no more, yet I was as 

unsatisfied as I was when I began” (51).  Once she has felt the hunger brought on by her 

experience as captive—once she has faced the intensity of that bodily need—it forever 

haunts her.  As Ebersole explains, “a full realization of the ultimate contingency of 

human existence, marked by the elemental needs of the body, had brutally imposed itself 

on her consciousness” (37).  Likewise, in the final pages she confesses: “I can remember 

the time, when I used to sleep quietly without workings in my thoughts, whole nights 

together; but now it is otherwise with me. . . . I remember in the night season, how the 

other day I was in the midst of thousands of enemies, and nothing but death before me” 

(Rowlandson 64).  Instead of restful sleep, her haunted mind keeps her up at night, “that 

when others are sleeping mine eyes are weeping” (65).  Having experienced something 
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akin to post-traumatic stress disorder, Rowlandson was never able to return again to her 

pre-captivity frame of reference.  Instead, she presents herself as remaining “unsatisfied” 

and traumatized in perpetuity.   

While this sense of being haunted by past transgressions is not in itself Gothic, the 

unresolvability of her mental and emotional state is—created by the clash between her 

Puritan ideology and the brutal realities of surviving in the wilderness.  In A True History 

Rowlandson does resolve her conflict by suggesting her experience was an emanation of 

God’s saving grace; she survives in part because she obtained a bible during her 

captivity.  But at the same time, her comments about sleeplessness and unsatisfied hunger 

subtly suggest that her conclusion is, at least in part, merely a pose for the benefit of her 

readers.  This clash of ideologies anticipates a theme that recurs in nearly all later Gothic 

fictions.  That is, a dominant worldview is imperiled by the threat from alternate ways of 

experiencing the world; and those alternate worldviews are usually ones that have been 

thrown off or cast aside in order to create a coherent, cultural identity.  In subsequent 

texts which present Gothic depictions of the natural world, similar unresolvabilities are 

nearly always present—and the site in which those unresolvabilities are made most 

apparent is usually a liminal zone out there in the natural world, away from towns and 

cities.  In Rowlandson’s case, she was removed to the uncharted landscape outside her 

everyday experience, and there she felt her devoutness as a Puritan challenged by the 

very existence of her physical body.  Like the Native Americans who seemed to her to 

live as animals in the natural world, she too felt herself becoming more and more animal-

like while out in the wilderness.  At risk were the very mechanisms she used to 
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understand the world.  These challenges collectively posed to her the greatest risk of all: 

they challenged her faith.  Fortunately for her, she had received that bible midway 

through her captivity, an event that she read as God’s providence. 

Such psychological, spiritual, and physical tests as Rowlandson’s become 

common throughout later American literature.  Indeed, they rest at the center of the 

American Gothic literary tradition.  One of the primary functions of this tradition, to use 

Teresa Goddu’s succinct explanation, is that the literary Gothic mode “challenges the 

critical narratives of American literary history and . . . unsettles the nation’s cultural 

identity” (10).  Of course, in Rowlandson’s day no American nation yet existed, but the 

unsettling of her cultural identity through the testing of her faith remains just as salient.  

In later years and in other manifestations, the precise nature of the conflicts and 

challenges will evolve, but as A True History makes clear, at least as far back in literary 

history as 1682 this basic framework of a Gothic haunted consciousness is very much 

alive and well. 

 

*   *   * 

It is true that “[t]he Gothic is marked by an anxious encounter with otherness, 

with the dark and mysterious unknown,” as Ruth Bienstock Anolik explains it (1).  But it 

is also true that in American literature, the Gothic encounter with “otherness” frequently 

happens in spaces and locations that are part of the natural world.  For the seventeenth-

century Puritans, the world they discovered on the shores of America was a frightening 

one.  Having traversed the immensity of the ocean, they faced an unknown landscape 
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wilder and more unruly than anything they had experienced in England.  It was home to 

unfamiliar plants, strange and unusual beasts, and intimidating people—people who at 

times acted as animals and devils.  In short, the Puritans collectively faced an otherness 

in nearly every aspect of the New World.  Consequently, that otherness permeates their 

writing and forever altered the trajectories not only of Gothic literature, but also 

American nature writing. 

The point is quite simple: an examination of the experiences of the New England 

Puritan settlers and their representations of the natural world reveals that their 

interactions with nature were always mixed with fear, anxiety, danger, and violence.  In 

one sense, this was the case for anyone coming to the New World, regardless of religious 

persuasion.  As the authors of Frontier Gothic assert, “[a]t the heart of the indigenous 

frontier story was the encounter with the wilderness, an encounter which historically was 

violent, consuming, intrinsically metaphysical, and charged with paradox and emotional 

ambivalence” (Mogen, Sanders, and Karpinski 15).  Indeed, such was the case for the 

Puritans in New England.  Trying to make a home in a landscape they had never before 

experienced, they did encounter a profoundly alien and often violent world.  Unlike the 

landscapes of Europe from which they had come, this new land forced them to struggle 

for their very survival.  They were always in danger of becoming lost, both in the 

physical landscape itself and in the spiritual wilderness.  And for them, the paradox was 

always there—this was the wilderness, the land of temptation and devils and spiritual 

desolation, inscribed with original sin, but it was also potentially the site of a New 

Jerusalem, if only the Puritans could transform it. 
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Indeed, while the “physical danger of the wilderness and the constant fear of its 

savage inhabitants both served to remind the settlers of Calvin’s emphasis upon the 

corrupt nature of the fallen world,” as Charles Berryman explains, those dangers and 

fears did more than just function as a perpetual reminder of a religious conviction (9).  

They also became the impetus for the Puritans to alter that natural world: to change the 

wilderness into something cultivated and safe. To be sure, the desire to transform the 

natural landscape arose from genuine needs; in order to create safe towns and villages 

they needed to cut trees, drain swamps, kill predators, and so forth.  But such change was 

also part of a perceived larger mission to transform New England from a spiritually 

corrupt wilderness into a spiritually improved new version of old England.  Ultimately, 

this spiritual mission gave them license to respond to a violent natural world with 

violence of their own.  Such actions are what Michael Branch has in mind when he says 

that “we need to study earlier American conceptions of nature in order to better 

understand how certain misguided and destructive ideas gained prominence in our 

culture” (“Before” 93).  Indeed, as he puts it, “environmental degradation during the past 

half century has often been the consequence of earlier American environmental attitudes 

such as fear of wilderness” (Branch, “Before” 93).  The history of Puritan writing in New 

England illustrates just how widespread these attitudes were.21 

Equally important to the tradition of Gothic nature writing are the Native peoples 

who inhabited the landscape the Puritans so feared, as Mary Rowlandson’s captivity story 

makes clear.  In the most basic sense, to the Puritans the Indians were active emissaries of 

the living wilderness who embodied all the dangers that lie therein, both spiritual and 
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physical.  While initial encounters with Native Americans tended to be amicable and free 

from too much hostility, by the end of the seventeenth century the clash of cultures had 

led to several wars.  As a result, Puritan attitudes toward the Indians had changed 

dramatically.  In 1682, Rowlandson is able to vilify her captors as both animals and 

devils, even though she also cannot help but admit that some of them treated her well.  

Indeed, in written texts the Puritans often seem to use the Native Americans as a dramatic 

foil against which they define their own cultural identity; but at the same time, the 

ambiguous language used to describe the Native Americans in the Puritan mind—as 

devilish or animal-like humans—serves to destabilize that identity.  When Rowlandson 

writes about her experience with the Narragansetts, she comes to understand this all too 

well.  Having witnessed herself behaving in the same animal-like ways as her captors, her 

spiritual integrity is called into question.  And once unsettled, she can never again right 

herself.  In effect, she stands as “an alien and uncanny figure because of her intimacy 

with Native American people” (Bergland 34).  In the end, ideas about Native Americans 

such as these are what help to make “the Indian” such a powerful symbol in later Gothic 

nature writing. 

I earlier equated the Puritan conception of a fallen world caused by original sin to 

the antiquated spaces that house long-buried secrets and primal crimes in later Gothic 

fictions.  Even though she never addresses it directly, for Rowlandson that idea was 

always present.  Her capture and imprisonment in the Gothic labyrinth of the wilderness 

was a direct challenge to her physical and spiritual survival; she was caught in a 

landscape of sin.  But like the Gothic heroines who come after her, her strength of will 
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and faith prevail.  Moreover, even after her escape, that landscape continued to serve as a 

constant reminder not only of the threats from non-human natural forces, but also the 

perceived dangers of the Natives who inhabited that landscape.  In essence, by relegating 

these cultural anxieties to a specific location (the wilderness), Rowlandson and her 

contemporaries anticipate the ways that haunted settings function in later Gothic novels.  

Lloyd-Smith notes that “the Gothic tends to reinforce, if only in a novel’s final pages, 

culturally prescribed doctrines of morality and propriety,” and this is precisely the way 

that Rowlandson’s conclusion functions (Lloyd-Smith 5).  She had crossed the threshold 

into terrifying territory and confronted shocking, life-altering experiences, but through 

her narrative she controls those experiences by reinscribing them with lessons of faith 

and spiritual devotion.   

The persistence and pervasiveness of these threats in Puritan texts are the reason I 

begin this study of Gothic nature writing in America with the Puritans.  The conception 

of and interactions with nature embodied in their writing eventually become the very 

elements of the past that haunt subsequent generations of Americans.  Even if the 

Puritans themselves didn’t produce Gothic texts, their history with the landscape and 

Native peoples of New England generated a pre-Gothic vision of nature—all the raw 

materials that were necessary for a later American Gothic nature writing to develop.  

Describing the day-to-day life of the earliest settlers of the American northeast, Claudia 

Durst Johnson rightly observes that “[b]eneath the surface of colonial New England life 

ran an underground stream of terror” (Johnson 196).  “Stream” is an apt metaphor, for it 



  84 

presents these Puritan fears as an element from the natural world.  And that stream, I 

argue, still flows strong in American literature.   

By the mid-eighteenth century, the influence of Puritanism was waning and its 

long history coming to an end.  Most vestiges of it had evolved into other, less severe 

religious views; and at the same time, the rise of Enlightenment rationalism and science 

had begun to displace the more imaginative and magical sense of the world that 

characterized Euroamerican life in the seventeenth century.  Gone were the stories of 

remarkable providences, and no longer were storms, droughts, and comets signs from 

God.  Gradually, too, the conception of Native Americans as devils gave way to more 

secular notions of a barbaric and uncivilized race of people.  The world, it would seem, 

had moved on.  But if there was a loss of religious wonder, with it came a simultaneous 

growth of scientific wonder.  As people like John Bartram, Benjamin Franklin, and 

Thomas Jefferson began to explore how natural objects and processes functioned in terms 

of the burgeoning New Science, an entirely new sense of the majesty of nature was 

uncovered.  Nevertheless, as the subsequent chapters demonstrate, that majesty of nature 

also concealed remnants of the darker and older views.  Even though Puritanism no 

longer flourished in the United States, the ways the Puritans experienced the natural 

world, including all the fears and anxieties associated with it, remained an integral part of 

American culture. 
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CHAPTER II: 

THE WILDERNESS WORLD OF EDGAR HUNTLY:  

GOTHIC NATURE IN THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

 

 

 

J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur’s 1782 Letters from an American Farmer marks 

one of the earliest overt appearances of a Gothic “dark nature” in the new nation.  

Crèvecoeur’s book is comprised of a fictionalized series of letters written by “an 

American Farmer” named James, a character figured as an idealized, representative 

American.  He is a rustic, humble, kind-hearted Pennsylvania farmer who Crèvecoeur 

contrasts sharply with the over-cultured, over-educated European friend to whom he 

writes these imaginary letters.  The letters begin innocently enough, with majestic, 

idealized descriptions of the American landscape; and in Letter III, James answers 

famously the question, “What is an American?”  His answer is Jeffersonian in nature—

that is, the quintessential American is the farming American, a person working close to 

the cultivated earth and embodying a simplicity of culture that stands somewhere 

between the over-cultured, corrupt metropolis of Europe and the “savagery” to be found 

further west on the American frontier (as embodied by Native Americans).  The 

American, according to the farmer James, takes his identity from the soil, and Crèvecoeur 

locates the source of Americanness in this type of pastoral, cultivated landscape: “the 

simple cultivation of the earth purifies” him (71).  By working hard, cultivating the land, 

the American is born again out of old European molds, “receiv[ing] new [manners] from 

the new mode of life he has embraced” (Crèvecoeur 70).   
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Despite this optimistic vision of nature in the new nation and humankind’s 

relationship to it, in the latter part of Letters, James the farmer’s world turns dark.  In the 

final letter, titled “Distresses of a Frontier Man,” James presents to his readers a great 

fear: too much exposure to wild and uncultivated nature leads to degeneracy.  “As long as 

we keep ourselves busy in tilling the earth, there is no fear of any of us becoming wild,” 

Crèvecoeur writes (220).  But too much time on the frontier, away from the civilizing 

influence of agriculture and Christian society, people become “monsters left to the wild 

impulses of the wildest nature” (Crèvecoeur 207).  Crèvecoeur locates a positive national 

identity in the agrarian dream of groomed farmlands and meadows, but the implicit 

underside of that conception is that other types of landscapes have the potential to 

produce different—and more threatening—identities.  In the first years following the 

formation of the United States, the issue of “national identity” deeply influenced literary 

production, as authors sought to identify those characteristics that set Americans apart 

from their European forebears.  And while many authors—Crèvecoeur included—built 

up elaborate mythologies to explain what made Americans unique, many texts written in 

the late eighteenth century also depict anxieties about the fragility of any stable national 

identity. 

 One of the most significant of these tales is Charles Brockden Brown’s 1799 

novel Edgar Huntly; or, Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker, a book that is brimming with fears 

about the new nation and its relationship to the natural world.  Ever since its publication, 

Edgar Huntly has presented its readers with interpretive challenges.  Most of these 

problems arise from its highly digressive narrative, while others stem from what some 
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have called the unreliability of the narrator, Edgar Huntly himself.  In spite of these 

claims, coherent sense can be made of the novel by examining an important thread that 

does hold it together: Edgar Huntly tells a tale of American struggles with the wilderness 

at the turn of the nineteenth century.1   

A brief summary highlights this view.  Brown’s novel is about Edgar Huntly, a 

young man who lives in the town of Solebury on the edge of the eastern Pennsylvania 

wilderness, just after the end of the American Revolution.2  When the story begins, his 

friend Waldegrave has recently been murdered, and in his quest to discover the killer 

Huntly becomes involved in the life of Clithero Edny, an Irish immigrant who works at a 

neighboring house.  One night Huntly witnesses Edny sleepwalking to the scene of the 

murder, digging in the dirt beneath the elm where Waldegrave’s body was found.  

Assuming that Edny is thus somehow responsible for the murder, Huntly follows him in 

his sleepwalking rambles through the forests and hills of the frontier region known as 

Norwalk.  But when Huntly later confronts him with his suspicions, Edny breaks down 

and relates a vastly different and unrelated tale of guilt and shame.  When later Edny 

vanishes from his home, Huntly feels partially responsible and sets out into the wilds to 

find him.  His forays into the wilderness beyond Norwalk lead him to the brink of danger 

in a seemingly unpredictable natural world, and eventually Huntly wakes up in a cave, 

not knowing why or how he got there.  It turns out that he, too, was sleepwalking.  The 

resulting sequence of events in the novel’s second half are astonishing: Huntly escapes 

the pit and cave, slaughters a panther, rescues a young woman from Indians, gets 

wounded, kills more Indians in his flight, barely escapes being shot at by friends (who 
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mistake him for an Indian), navigates threatening crags and cliffs, and eventually—

tattered, exhausted, and bloodied—makes his way home, forever scarred by this brush 

with the wild.  Of course, this summary leaves much about the novel unsaid, but it does 

indicate a narrative that, surprisingly, few scholars who study nature and literature have 

examined. 

To fully understand this narrative, it is necessary first to understand a few things 

that set Brown’s era apart from the Puritan world described in the preceding chapter.  In 

the fifty years preceding the publication of Edgar Huntly—and the century since Mary 

Rowlandson’s A True History was published—the way Europeans and Americans viewed 

their world had changed significantly.  Importantly, Charles Brockden Brown was 

steeped in his period’s Enlightenment, scientific rationalism.  In the eighteenth century, 

on both sides of the Atlantic resources were being poured into scientific endeavors aimed 

at producing a systematic, rational explanation of how the natural world functions.  

Whereas Puritan natural historians used science as a means of demonstrating the wonders 

of a transcendent God, by Brown’s era most scientists believed that discovering and 

understanding how individual parts of the world worked was a sufficient end in itself.  In 

1744, the American Philosophical Society was founded, encouraging the development of 

knowledge in many fields.  For the first time, American scientists were beginning to 

specialize in specific disciplines, such as geology, botany, ornithology, and chemistry.  

Botanist John Bartram had established his famous gardens at his home near Philadelphia 

on the banks of the Schuylkill River, and his famous son had recently published his 

Travels in 1791.  But this new science wasn’t solely a professional endeavor.  Amateur 
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natural historians also became more common, enabled in part by the first English 

translations of Carolus Linnaeus’s Systema Naturae (1735), which appeared in the 1780s.  

The orderly world offered by Linnaeus’s scientific taxonomy appealed to Brown, and, 

among other key texts, he read Erasmus Darwin’s Zoonomia.3  Moreover, Brown’s 

Philadelphia Quaker upbringing likewise taught him to value the power of reason and the 

liberal ideas of the revolutionary generation: humans, above all, were perfectible 

creatures, and humankind was characterized by a capacity for inherent goodness.  In 

short, the biographical evidence indicates that Brown was largely a man of his times, 

well-read and possessing an open, inquisitive mind. 

All of these contextual details leave readers asking: Why then are the pages of his 

novels, Edgar Huntly in particular, so filled with seemingly irrational action?  Moreover, 

why does Brown revert so strongly to depicting in his fiction a pre-Enlightenment, pre-

rational version of nature?  One answer—and the focus of this chapter—is that Edgar 

Huntly marks the emergence of a fully-developed Gothic strain of nature writing in early 

American fiction.4  More specifically, in Brown’s novel, representations of the natural 

world often function as the cast-off, repressed dark side of the dominant Enlightenment 

view of nature as orderly and understandable.  This dark side bears a striking 

resemblance to the older Puritan views of nature as a potentially dangerous and even 

malevolent force—those views that appeared so resonantly in Mary Rowlandson’s 

narrative.  Furthermore, it is no coincidence that in Brown’s era of science and reason, 

the fears associated with nature in earlier American traditions threaten to return: for 

Brown, the American frontier becomes the locus of conflicting views of the natural 
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world, and Edgar Huntly illustrates the difficulties in reconciling its dangers with a more 

rational, orderly view of nature. 

As I’ve previously explained, from its origins, Gothic fiction has foregrounded 

characters and settings caught between opposing views of the world.  Usually this 

opposition occurs between a living present and a seemingly dead past—yet a past that 

always threatens to rise up again, becoming even more threatening the more it is 

repressed.  In Jerrold E. Hogle’s words, the Gothic mode “can force [characters and 

readers] . . . to confront what is psychologically buried in individuals or groups, including 

their fears of the mental unconscious itself and the desires from the past now buried in 

that forgotten location” (“Introduction” 3).  Brown’s novel is no different, and indeed 

most critics agree that American Gothic literature begins with Brown’s novels.  In Edgar 

Huntly, the “psychologically buried” past that threatens to come to life is the violence 

linked to the frontier, the decimation of Native Americans, and all of the Puritan fears 

associated with wilderness—fears that had begun to be displaced by the stability that 

came with the rise of Enlightenment science.   

The long tradition of Puritan writing in New England reveals the wilderness as a 

site of danger and frequently intense violence.  In North America, that concept of 

wilderness is inextricably bound up with Euroamerican destruction of Native Americans.  

In Edgar Huntly, Brown continues the tradition established by Rowlandson by using 

Indians not only “to evoke the terror of the unknown wilderness” but also “as symbols of 

the threatening wilderness” itself (Newman 66).  Such symbols, in the context of Gothic 

literature, are a constant reminder of what the new American nation has “psychologically 
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buried.”  That is, by the end of the eighteenth century, United States culture has become 

haunted by the “savagery” that had to be destroyed in order to create a civilization out of 

the wilderness.  The new nation, with its identity rooted in reason and “enlightenment,” 

possessed—or was possessed by—a violent past whose existence threatened those very 

ideals.  In her study of Native American ghosts in American literature, Renée Bergland 

explains that “[t]o avoid horror, civilized people must avoid being reminded of what has 

been buried, and, just as important, what has been conquered”—or else a coherent 

national identity will break down (11).  The “secret” past of violence against Native 

Americans lies as a subtext that haunts modern American culture, Bergland argues, and it 

certainly lies at the heart of Brown’s novel.  Whereas the traditional authors of British 

Gothic fiction who preceded Brown tend to use long-lost family secrets and hidden 

genealogies to drive their plots, Brown’s story revolves loosely around brutal and almost 

inexplicable Indian violence—in the form of Waldegrave’s murder.  For most of the 

novel we don’t know it, but Waldegrave was killed by a solitary Delaware Indian without 

any clear motive. 

 While writing Edgar Huntly, Brown was very conscious of the tradition of Gothic 

fiction within which he worked.  In his oft-quoted preface “To the Public,” Brown 

acknowledges this awareness, admitting:  

One merit the writer may at least claim; that of calling forth the passions 

and engaging the sympathy of the reader, by means hitherto unemployed 

by preceding authors.  Puerile superstition and exploded manners; Gothic 

castles and chimeras, are the materials usually employed for this end.  The 
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incidents of Indian hostility, and the perils of the western wilderness, are 

far more suitable; and, for a native of America to overlook these, would 

admit of no apology.  (Brown 3) 

Critics have made much of this preface in a variety of contexts, but I’d like to emphasize 

how Brown acknowledges his appropriation of a wilderness setting at the same time that 

he links his work to his “Gothic” predecessors.  In one sense, Brown is merely 

substituting Americanized versions of the Gothic trappings found in the works of Horace 

Walpole, Ann Radcliffe, and other authors he had read.  For example, the Gothic and 

sublime mountains that so permeate Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) can 

easily find counterparts on the American wilderness frontier.  But, as Leslie Fiedler has 

made clear, such a transplanting of symbols and settings seems so obvious and natural to 

us now that “it is hard to appreciate, after the fact, how revolutionary a leap of the 

imagination [Brown’s] project demanded” (Fiedler 159).  That is, instead of casting the 

scenes of his Gothic tale in a place and time far away (which was the convention in most 

British Gothic novels), Brown brought them to his readers’ own backyards, thereby 

showing readers just how tenuous the balance could be between nature and culture, 

civilization and savagery, human and animal.  Edgar Huntly is that much more terrifying 

because it takes place in eastern Pennsylvania, in a region most readers would have 

recognized.  Simply put, Brown brought the terrors home.5 

 That Brown discarded “Puerile superstitions” and the “Gothic castles and 

chimeras” of his literary forbears is important, for unlike most of the European Gothic 

tales from the preceding decades, Edgar Huntly doesn’t rely on the supernatural or even 
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any semblance of it.  Whereas Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto often conflated the 

natural with the supernatural, and Radcliffe went out of her way to dispel all potential 

supernatural events with mundane, often disappointing explanations, Edgar Huntly, in 

contrast, depends not on the supernatural in any real or ghostly sense, but rather on the 

super-natural—that is, the sense of heightened nature always threatening to overwhelm, 

looming, pushing against the safe boundaries of towns and villages.  In Edgar Huntly, the 

only apparitions are sleepwalkers and Native Americans.  When the title character 

undergoes his slow descent into irrationality and becomes a somnambulist himself, the 

images associated with nature around him become more and more oppressive and 

threatening.  

Perhaps more importantly, Brown appropriates conventions from the British 

Gothic to make them peculiarly American, demonstrating how even in the optimistic 

decades of the early national United States, Americans were anxious about the stability of 

the principles upon which their new nation rested.  As Eric Savoy puts it, Brown’s 

writing “gestures frequently toward pervasive anxieties about the individual’s capacity 

for common sense and self-control within the unstable social order of the new American 

republic,” and his novels raise “doubts about the ability of individuals to govern 

themselves in a full-fledged democracy” (Savoy 172, 175).  Over and over, despite his 

good intentions of helping Clithero Edny and trying to solve the mystery of Waldegrave’s 

murder, Huntly consistently makes choices that undermine the stability of his world.  His 

rational mind is always on the verge of slipping into the irrational.  More specifically, the 

“savagery” that Euroamericans typically ascribed to Native Americans is lurking just 
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beneath the surface of all orderly behavior in the novel, regardless of race.  Most 

importantly, the wilderness that has always symbolized and contained these threats is 

constantly encroaching on the civilized world.  Despite attempts to wall it out—or 

because of them—it creeps perpetually closer.  Edgar Huntly is a rational human being, 

but Brown makes it clear just how easy it is for the irrational, in all its forms, to burst 

through the thin veneer of the rational eighteenth-century mind. 

 

*   *   * 

As Ian Marshall has written, “nature is the chief determinant of plot in Edgar 

Huntly” (133).  Even so, most who have written about the presence of “nature” in 

Brown’s novel have tended to discuss it in highly circumscribed ways.  Much of the 

existing criticism has seen Brown’s representations of the external natural world as 

purely symbolic.  Jared Gardner rightly observes that ever since Fiedler’s analysis in 

Love and Death in the American Novel, critics of Edgar Huntly have assumed that in 

Brown’s book “the landscape is internal, the shadows and doubles are projections of the 

divided self of the narrator, and the Indians are figures for the ‘dark’ (uncivilized, savage) 

nature with which Edgar must do violent battle” (Gardner 429).  That is, the often 

mazelike and confusing forests, hills, and precipices that Huntly repeatedly traverses are 

seen as exterior symbols of Huntly’s interior condition.6  Gardner himself contends that 

Huntly’s crisis is one of national identity rather than personal identity.  Gardner is 

certainly correct, but his essay never really examines the landscape of the novel beyond 

its symbolic implications.   
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Brown himself clearly intended something more than just symbolism.  When an 

initial excerpt of Edgar Huntly appeared in the April 1799 issue of the Monthly 

Magazine—as a sort of advertisement for the forthcoming novel—Brown included a 

claim to geographical verisimilitude.  His preface to the excerpt explained: “Those who 

have ranged along the foot of the Blue-Ridge, from the Wind-gap to the Water-gap, will 

see the exactness of the local descriptions” (qtd. in Berthold, “Charles” 72).7  Moreover, 

in the novel’s preface, Brown makes the claim that he is presenting “the perils of the 

western wilderness . . . in vivid and faithful colours” (Brown 3).  Dennis Berthold, 

another of the few critics to examine seriously Brown’s representations of landscape and 

nature, has noted that while “the landscape descriptions in the novel hardly conform to 

cartographic reality as precisely as Brown implies, they are clearly intended to be more 

particularized than many critics acknowledge” (“Charles” 72).  While most of Brown’s 

place names are fictional, the novel is set in an actual region on the Pennsylvania side of 

the Delaware River, “about fifty miles north of Philadelphia and just southwest of 

Stroudsburg” (Berthold, “Charles” 72-73).8  The “Blue-Ridge,” the “Wind-gap,” and the 

“Water-gap” are actual places, and thus beneath the heavy layers of symbolism that have 

tended to overwhelm readers of Brown’s landscapes lies some literal geographic truth.   

My point, however, is not to argue that Brown was a faithful and meticulous 

chronicler of the natural world in the manner of his famous naturalist contemporaries; 

other critics have already pointed to the vagueness and imprecision of his landscape 

descriptions.  Nor do I hope to catalogue the real world locales that Edgar Huntly might 

have traveled through, interesting though such a study may be.9  Instead, it is important 



  96 

simply to recognize that in Edgar Huntly, Charles Brockden Brown did try to render “the 

perils of the western wilderness . . . in vivid and faithful colours.”  He did strive for some 

degree of accurate representation.  And even if he wasn’t entirely faithful to all the 

geographic facts of nature, Brown certainly was true to many eighteenth-century human 

perceptions of it.  Simply put, Edgar Huntly’s travails in the rough landscape of Norwalk 

and the wilderness beyond it accurately depict the range of ways that many Americans 

saw the natural world in the early national era.  More importantly, the range of 

perceptions of nature found in Edgar Huntly—and in the character Edgar Huntly—reveal 

a deep-seated cultural ambivalence about the position of the new nation and its 

inhabitants in relation to the natural world. 

On one level Brown’s novel shows how, despite the best intentions of eighteenth-

century nature enthusiasts, the aesthetic sense used to appreciate the natural world in 

England—whose natural world had for centuries been highly manipulated and 

landscaped—was not easily transplantable to the New World.  In the 1790s, there was a 

growing movement in the young nation to favor those landscape aesthetics set forth 

previously by philosophers Edmund Burke and William Gilpin, as well as the Italian 

landscape paintings of Claude Lorrain and Salvatore Rosa.  Brown was quite familiar 

with these aesthetics, and between 1799 and 1807 he even published a number of 

magazine articles about the notion of “the picturesque.”10  Gilpin, whose Three Essays: 

On Picturesque Beauty, On Picturesque Travel, and On Sketching Landscape (1792) 

outlines an appreciation of nature that became essential to the later Romantics, explains 

that, to the traveler seeking the picturesque, “Every distant horizon promises something 
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new; and with this pleasing expectation we follow nature through all her walks.  We 

pursue her from hill to dale; and hunt after those various beauties, with which she 

everywhere abounds” (Gilpin 140).  The essential picturesque qualities, according to 

Gilpin, are “roughness” and “ruggedness”: “[b]oth ideas however equally enter into the 

picturesque; and both are observable in the smaller, as well as in the larger parts of 

nature—in the outline, and bark of a tree, as in the rude summit, and craggy sides of a 

mountain” (Gilpin 138).  Such comments could very well describe many of Brown’s 

settings. 

In fact, the first half of Edgar Huntly is mostly dominated by picturesque 

renderings of nature.  Huntly begins his tale by describing a nighttime walk home 

through scenes “romantic and wild,” telling us that such a “nocturnal journey . . . was 

more congenial to [his] temper than a noon-day ramble” (Brown 7).  This “romantic” 

travel through the moonlit night sets Huntly’s mind to working, and soon his thoughts 

come to rest on the conundrum of the novel: who killed Waldegrave?  Striving to make 

order out of the seemingly inexplicable murder, Edgar Huntly renews his quest for the 

culprit.  When he decides to visit once more the scene of the crime, he leaves the road to 

“make a circuit through meadows and over steeps” (Brown 9).  From there he “climbed 

the steeps, crept through the brambles, leapt the rivulets and fences with undeviating aim, 

till at length [he] reached the craggy and obscure path” (9).  This route leads him to the 

Elm under which Waldegrave was killed (a symbol which becomes much more important 

later on).  His claustrophobic descriptions of the “steeps” and “brambles” prefigure the 

Gothic mode that characterizes the second half of the novel, but they are more in line 
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with Gilpin’s picturesque aesthetic.  For Huntly in these early pages, his Pennsylvania 

landscape is largely beneficent, and he derives imaginative pleasure from passing through 

it. 

Another common element of eighteenth-century picturesque aesthetics depends 

upon views seen from a strategic vantage point, the proper “prospect.”  These, too, appear 

in Huntly’s nighttime journeys in search of Clithero Edny.  After his first night of 

following Edny, Huntly travels to “Chesnut-hill” and gazes “at the prospect, which 

stretched so far and so wide around it, [his] fancy has always been accustomed to derive 

its highest enjoyment from this spot” (Brown 16-17).  These views force him to ponder 

his quest for the murderer, though we might again look at his experience in terms of 

Gilpin’s description of the picturesque traveler: “We are most delighted,” Gilpin writes, 

“when some grand scene, tho perhaps of incorrect composition, rising before the eye, 

strikes us beyond the power of thought—when the vox faucibus haeret; and every mental 

operation is suspended” (Gilpin 140).  On Chesnut-hill, Huntly seems more interested in 

the pleasing view than the proposed object of his quest.  When he later tails Edny a 

second time, he heads deeper into Norwalk to discover yet another fine prospect.  Having 

“arrived at the verge of a considerable precipice,” Huntly sees a “dreary vale . . . 

embarrassed with the leafless stocks of bushes, and encumbered with rugged and pointed 

rocks” (Brown 19).  This is Norwalk, “in the highest degree, rugged, picturesque and 

wild,” and it represents Brown’s vision of the natural world in these early pages as 

quintessentially picturesque (19).  
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These perceptions that Huntly describes are no doubt a consequence of his 

Enlightenment schooling.  His narrative doesn’t reveal much about his background, but 

we do know that his “preceptor” Sarsefield taught him, among other things, “moralizing 

narratives and synthetical reasonings” (Brown 93, 97).  With this teacher by his side, 

Huntly used to spend time rambling through the wilderness of Norwalk to learn natural 

history.  Describing Sarsefield, Huntly explains: “He was fond of penetrating into these 

recesses, partly from the love of picturesque scenes, partly to investigate its botanical and 

mineral productions, and, partly to carry on more effectually that species of instruction 

which he had adopted with regard to me” (97).  Such a portrait makes Sarsefield resemble 

markedly the naturalists of the period, such as John and William Bartram or even Thomas 

Jefferson himself.  Huntly clearly learned a great deal from Sarsefield, as can be seen 

when Huntly describes the natural history of the Norwalk area: 

The basis of all this region is limestone; a substance that eminently 

abounds in rifts and cavities.  These, by the gradual decay of their 

cementing parts, frequently make their appearance in spots where they 

might have been least expected.  My attention has often been excited by 

the hollow sound which was produced by my casual footsteps, and which 

shewed me that I trod upon the roof of caverns.  A mountain-cave and the 

rumbling of an unseen torrent, are appendages of this scene, ear to my 

youthful imagination.  Many of romantic structure were found within the 

precincts of Norwalk.  (Brown 22) 
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Huntly’s view here is one of a naturalist, pointing out the geological processes involved 

in cave formation.  Importantly, his observations about the processes of limestone begin 

objectively but lead toward a “romantic” view, one that engages his “youthful 

imagination.”  Such a blending of scientific observation and imaginative thinking recalls 

similar moments in other aesthetic nature writing of the period, such as Jefferson’s 

description of the Natural Bridge in Notes on the State of Virginia.11 

 Yet as much as these early scenes in the novel seem to establish this conventional 

eighteenth century picturesque vision of nature, Edgar Huntly, as a novel, repeatedly 

undermines the stability of such a vision.  Beth L. Lueck has explained that when Edgar 

Huntly displays the conventions of the British picturesque, he does so ironically.  Brown 

was certainly aware, she contends, of the difficulty in transplanting the European concept 

of the picturesque—which depends on a mostly benign experience of nature—to the 

“potentially dangerous New World landscape” of the eighteenth century (Lueck 31).  The 

hardships presented by wilderness in the United States make this type of nature tourism 

“unsuccessful and even ludicrous” (Lueck 31).  Again and again, Huntly’s repeated 

forays into the wilderness of Norwalk to search for Edny reveal his unpreparedness and 

lack of the survival skills necessary to get by in the American wilderness, skills that 

simply weren’t needed in the hills and vales of England.   

For example, once he realizes that Clithero Edny has probably disappeared into 

the wilderness beyond Norwalk, Huntly understands the peril: “to subsist in this desert 

was impossible” (Brown 95).  “There was reason to suppose [Edny] smitten with the 

charms of solitude, of a lonely abode in the midst of mountainous and rugged nature,” he 
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admits, “but this could not be uninterruptedly enjoyed” (95).  Admiration of and 

appreciation for the wilderness are not enough to ensure survival, Brown cautions 

readers, and Edny seems to fall short of the requirements.  Even Huntly, who boasts that 

“no one was more acquainted with this wilderness than I,” understands that his 

“knowledge was extremely imperfect” (97).  Tracking Edny once again to the extensive 

system of caves, Huntly realizes that he has “forgotten that a lamp or a torch might be 

necessary to direct [his] subterranean footsteps” (98).  And later, when he finally locates 

Edny on the far side of a chasm, Huntly lacks the axe or hatchet necessary to create an 

impromptu bridge from a tree trunk.  He is forced to “hasten home, procure an axe, and 

return with all expedition hither” (107).  Of course, these are not life-threatening 

problems.  Still, repeatedly, what he needs to survive and what he expects as he embarks 

on his journeys are two different things.  Such a traveler as the type Huntly symbolizes in 

the first half of the novel is just not suited for the ruggedness of the American terrain.  

Huntly perceives the natural world through the veil of his Enlightenment education, but 

the landscape itself threatens to destroy the integrity of those perceptions. 

 

*   *   * 

 In addition to showing how the picturesque aesthetic fails to accommodate the 

range of actual experiences in the American landscape, Huntly’s search for Clithero Edny 

also reveals an even deeper-seated uncertainty about “nature” at the end of the eighteenth 

century—one carried over, in part, from Rowlandson’s narrative.  At the same time 

Huntly finds that the landscape he traverses can be equally beautiful and dangerous, 
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Brown shows us how, despite the elaborate cultural barriers that had been erected, the 

boundaries and distinctions between “human” and “animal” are unstable: even the most 

educated, enlightened individual is susceptible to savage and animal impulses.  A century 

earlier, Rowlandson and her Puritan contemporaries feared such impulses because they 

threatened moral and spiritual identity, ultimately presenting a test of faith.  In Brown’s 

era the fear still existed; but instead of undermining the spiritual integrity of the 

individual, to act upon animal instincts threatened the primacy of that most essential 

Enlightenment ideal: human reason itself.   

In the world of Brown’s novel, the characters are beholden to a “nature” that 

governs their bodies and drives their actions, a force that seems to lie at times above and 

beyond the realm of human control.  This includes basic human biological needs, such as 

food and water, which we see when Huntly describes his hunger and thirst as “the 

demands of nature” (180).  But in Edgar Huntly, “nature” also possesses a more 

omnipotent power.  In a description of Edny’s benefactress, Mrs. Lorimer, and her 

identical twin brother, Arthur Wiatte, we are told that “Nature had impressed the same 

image upon them, and had modeled them after the same pattern” (Brown 45).  Even more 

important, however, is the assertion that “Nature seemed to have intended them as 

examples of the futility of those theories, which ascribe every thing to conformation and 

instinct, and nothing to external circumstances” (45).  In these phrasings, “nature” is 

literally a conscious force, with agency and intention.  It dictates what people look like, 

and to some extent how people behave.  There is nothing to suggest anything negative 
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about this external force, but still, Huntly’s perceptions of the nature of this “nature,” as 

the novel bears out, reveal that at times it can be threatening. 

Clithero Edny provides a good case in point; he is the first character in the novel 

to succumb to forces that challenge the demarcations between human and animal, and his 

descent into animal behavior appears in highly Gothicized ways.  Initially, as readers we 

don’t know much about this character, but what we do know from Huntly’s early 

descriptions of him is suggestive.  In the opening scene, when the curious Huntly 

witnesses Edny at the base of the elm where Waldegrave had been killed, he first sees “a 

man, tall and robust,” and “[s]omething like flannel was wrapt around his waist and 

covered his lower limbs.  The rest of his frame was naked” (Brown 10).  When Edny 

passes closer to him, Huntly is able to see “his brawny arms and lofty stature” (12).  The 

very incongruity of his appearance in this setting is disarming; moreover, these 

descriptions of a half-dressed, muscular man suggest a wildness, an aspect about him that 

is not quite civilized.   

Then, on each of the two subsequent nights, Huntly again follows the 

sleepwalking Edny through the wild and unsettled region of Norwalk.  Whereas in the 

previous description Edny appeared as rough and primitive, by the third night he has 

progressed (or regressed) even further, appearing more and more animal-like.  In fact, in 

the extended midnight chase sequence through the wilderness, Edny seems to adopt the 

role of “prey” while Huntly (appropriately enough) “hunts” him.  Having decided to 

follow Edny “whithersoever he pleased,” Huntly is led into a Gothic labyrinth: “a maze, 

oblique, circuitous, upward and downward . . . . It seemed to be the sole end of [Edny’s] 
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labours to bewilder or fatigue his pursuer, to pierce into the deepest thickets, to plunge 

into the darkest cavities, to ascend the most difficult heights, and approach the slippery 

and tremulous verge of the dizziest precipices” (Brown 23).  But determined to catch his 

quarry, Huntly “disdained to be outstripped in this career” (23).  Not willing to be 

outdone, Huntly the hunter tracks Edny across the landscape “like an animal through the 

woods,” as Richard Slotkin has so aptly put it (Slotkin 385).  Thus Huntly’s very act of 

tracking Edny, and the very fact that Edny tries so hard to lose him, suggests a predator-

prey relationship that casts Edny in the symbolic position of animal. 

Having adopted the role of “the hunted,” it comes as no surprise when later Edny 

metamorphoses into the epitome of eighteenth-century notions of the “wild man.”  After 

the confession of his former crimes to Huntly, Edny once more disappears into the 

wilderness, claiming that he “shall quickly set [him]self beyond the reach of human 

tribunals” (89).  He tells Huntly that the “mountainous asperities supply [him] with 

images of desolation and seclusion, and its headlong streams lull [him] into temporary 

forgetfulness of mankind” (89).  Sure enough, once Edny leaves Solebury for the more 

rugged regions of Norwalk, he not only seems to forget “mankind,” but also seems to 

become something apart from mankind.  Worried that Edny’s foray into the wilderness 

this time will end in suicide, Huntly sees it as his duty to help his new friend.  The 

journey to find him is more difficult this time, but eventually his searching leads him to a 

dramatic chasm deep within Norwalk.  Huntly sees Edny on the far side of the chasm and 

can identify him “in spite of his shaggy and tangled locks, and an air of melancholy 

wildness” (104).  Upon closer viewing, Clithero appears more beast than man: “His 



  105 

scanty and coarse garb, had nearly been rent away by brambles and thorns, his arms, 

bosom and cheek were overgrown and half-concealed by hair.  There was somewhat in 

his attitude and looks denoting more than anarchy of thoughts and passions.  His rueful, 

ghastly, and immovable eyes, testified not only that his mind was ravaged by despair, but 

that he was pinched with famine” (104).  His wild countenance is so astonishing to 

Huntly that, in order to get his attention, Huntly shouts, “Man! Clithero!”—almost as if 

he needs to declare that Edny is a “man” (instead of “animal” or “savage”) before he can 

call him by name (105). 

 Myths of the “wild man” have persisted in Western culture for thousands of years, 

and in this seemingly debased form, Clithero Edny evokes contemporary eighteenth 

century versions of that myth.  “From biblical times to the present,” explains Hayden 

White, “the notion of the Wild Man was associated with the idea of wilderness—the 

desert, forest, jungle, and mountains—those parts of the physical world that had not yet 

been domesticated or marked out for domestication in any significant way” (White 7).  In 

the Middle Ages, the wild man was both revered and feared.  Appearing in art and 

literature, he was an untamed man-beast whose home was deep in the forests away from 

towns and cities, “a hairy man curiously compounded of human and animal traits, . . . It 

exhibits upon its naked human anatomy a growth of fur,” and “its body is usually naked 

except for a shaggy covering” (Bernheimer 1).  Bearing these seemingly sub-human 

qualities, the wild man acted as a repository for all sorts of human anxieties about 

uncontrollable animal impulses.  As Richard Nash explains it, in the eighteenth century 

the wild man came to function “as a complex alter ego to the idealized abstraction of ‘the 
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Citizen of Enlightenment’” (3).  That is, all the attributes that threatened the coherent 

identity of the reasonable, perfectible Enlightenment individual could be shunted off onto 

the equally abstracted “wild man”—or, as it came to be known, “the savage.”  But as 

Brown shows in his novel, it is all too easy for the apparently “reasonable” person to 

succumb to behaviors that threaten the boundaries between “civilized” and whatever lies 

beyond it. 

Edny himself confesses to being prone to urges and impulses that he can’t quite 

control.  In an earlier scene, while revealing the details of his life before he came to 

America, he describes in quite Gothic terms an apparently irrational desire to murder 

Mrs. Lorimer in order to save her from the news of her brother’s death.  “It was the 

daemon that possessed me,” Edny claims, later calling that same guiding force “my evil 

genius” (83).  Again and again, he makes reference to some guiding force that takes 

control of him.  Daemon or genius, whatever its name may be, clearly the impulse arises 

within Edny, even though he casts blame on some external force.  Brown never provides 

a handy answer as to what the nature of this daemon is, but Edny’s subsequent descent 

into a “wild” or “savage” existence in the wilderness certainly suggests one.  In previous 

centuries the fear of the “wild man” was a fear of an entity that existed physically 

somewhere out there, beyond the borders of the civilized and rational world.  But in the 

eighteenth century, those fears became more complicated.  As previously “wild” spaces 

more and more came under domestication, there was no longer anywhere for the wild 

man to live.  Thus the fear transformed: the wild man could no longer lurk out there but 
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rather in here, within the self—what White has called the “interiorization of the 

wilderness and of its traditional occupant, the Wild Man” (7). 

The apparent progression of Clithero Edny from a civilized, human state into 

something seemingly savage and animal is not merely an isolated incident.  In truth, it 

prefigures an instability that soon appears in the actions of Edgar Huntly himself.12  In the 

first section of the novel, as I have already outlined, Huntly seems to possess the rational, 

analytical mind that was characteristic of his Enlightenment generation.  His motives to 

follow Edny and seek the cause of his sleepwalking near the elm seem justified, and all 

outward appearances indicate a reasonable man who seeks to help his fellow human 

beings.  But at the same time, Brown hints that Huntly’s hold on his world is at best 

tenuous. 

 Huntly was educated in the latest branches of Enlightenment knowledge by 

Sarsefield, as we know, but he was also equally influenced in much more mysterious 

ways by the deceased Waldegrave.  Brown never explains it clearly, but it seems that 

early in life Waldegrave had nurtured some rather irreligious materialist views, ones that 

were radical in many late-eighteenth century circles: “[Waldegrave’s] earliest creeds, 

tended to efface the impressions of his education; to deify necessity and universalize 

matter; to destroy the popular distinctions between soul and body, and to dissolve the 

supposed connection between the moral condition of man, anterior and subsequent to 

death” (Brown 131-32).  Yet after Huntly and Waldegrave wrote “copiously” to one 

another about these topics, Waldegrave changed his position.  Under the “sphere of 

religious influence,” he rescinded his previous views and set about trying to convince 
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Huntly to destroy their old correspondence (132).  Huntly, however, covetously protects 

the correspondence even after his friend’s death, almost as a strange memento mori.  

While Huntly, too, was convinced to think anew, Waldegrave was afraid that his letters 

would make their way out in the world “and thus produce mischiefs which it would not 

be in his power to repair” and thereby “poison” the mind of whoever read them (132).  

This anecdote of the letters tells us two things: first, Huntly’s thoughts, rational though 

they may seem, are easily swayed; and second, he is an active thinker about ideas that 

push the boundaries of conventional beliefs.  Therefore, he keeps the letters secreted 

away in a drawer in a cabinet, thereby creating an order out of the potential chaos that 

such views could unleash. 

 But for Huntly an orderly view of the world cannot hold, and the first major 

threats come from the natural landscape itself.  Even amid the early picturesque scenes, 

Charles Brockden Brown renders the landscape often as a Gothic setting, emphasizing 

darkness, obscurity, and gloom.  As Huntly progresses forward in his pursuit of Edny, the 

Gothic moments in the novel become more frequent and intense.  For example, after he 

tracks Edny to a cave in the wilderness, the moon disappears behind the horizon and the 

previously picturesque nature takes on “mutations”: “The vale was narrow, and hemmed 

in on all sides by lofty and precipitous cliffs.  The gloom deepened as the moon declined” 

(Brown 20).  As Huntly waits anxiously at the entrance to the cave, he is unsettled by a 

noise. “The rustling increased,” he writes, “and presently an animal leapt forth, of what 

kind [he] was unable to discover” (21).  Such a moment is laughable now because it has 

become a stock scene in suspense films, but for Edgar Huntly the startling animal 
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signifies the growing intrusion of chaos into his orderly view of the natural world.  

Moreover, as Slotkin has astutely observed, this event seems to indicate a further 

metamorphosis of Edny into a savage and animal form—Edny enters the cave, then an 

unidentifiable animal jumps out.13   

Much later, after Edny has vanished seemingly for good and Huntly heads to 

Norwalk to look for him, the natural world around him is changed—now embodying all 

the Gothic qualities of the “western wilderness,” as Brown put it in his preface.  Whereas 

before the wilderness was a picturesque locale, it is now imminently threatening; he 

walks through a “sterile region,” and the path through the vale is a “tedious maze, and 

perpetual declivity” (Brown 95, 96).  The cave he enters is part of a “desert” 

characterized by “palpable obscurity,” and the blackness puts him on edge: “Intense dark 

is always the parent of fears” (99, 100).  As he proceeds deeper into the cave, Huntly 

becomes acutely aware of his vulnerability.  In the darkness, “[i]mpending injuries cannot 

. . . be descried, nor shunned, nor repelled,” and he begins to fear the claustrophobia of 

being buried alive: “it seemed as if I was surrounded by barriers that would forever cut 

off my return to air and light” (100).  Overcoming the “chilling damps” and “secret 

trepidation” of the cave, he exits to the far side.  It is no surprise, then, that the view he 

sees of a stony summit is no longer the invigorating “prospect” of before, but rather a 

“chaos of rocks” (101). 

 After all of this build-up, Huntly’s final and complete tumble into an irrational 

world of Gothic nature comes quickly.  Having obsessively followed Edny into and out 

of the wilderness on multiple occasions, Huntly loses sight of his original quest to solve 
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Waldegrave’s murder.  Instead, reason is overcome by fancy, and a series of important 

events precipitates his fall.  First, in true Gothic fashion he suffers an ominous dream, one 

that recalls Hamlet’s father returning from the grave in Shakespeare’s play (and 

conspicuously echoed in the first Gothic novel, The Castle of Otranto).  In the dream, 

Huntly envisions Waldegrave as a “glimmering messenger” who comes not with 

“affection or complacency,” but instead with “inquietude and anger” to remind Huntly 

that “[s]ome service or duty remained to be performed” that he has “culpably neglected” 

(130).  Of course, as with Hamlet, this is a reminder to avenge a wrongful death, a project 

which Huntly seems to have forgotten.  As if that warning weren’t enough, Huntly then 

discovers that his coveted Waldegrave correspondence has gone missing—a seeming 

impossibility since he is the only one to know of the secret drawer where it is hidden.  

Seeing the letters gone, he is “lost in horror and amazement” (Brown 134); “ominous 

terrors haunted” him, and he feels a “whispering intimation that a relique which [he] 

valued more than life was torn forever away by some malignant and inscrutable destiny” 

(135).  Huntly experiences this sensation of losing control because he knows that, 

revealed to the world, “these letters would communicate the poison when the antidote 

could not be administered” (132).  We find out later that the correspondence is not really 

lost (the sleepwalking Huntly unknowingly hid it elsewhere), but for now its absence is 

enough to send him into a metaphysical tailspin.  The final blow to Huntly’s self-control, 

however, comes in the form of Weymouth, an old companion of Waldegrave who arrives 

at Huntly’s home to reclaim a debt.  As it turns out, the money that Huntly and Mary had 

hoped to live on, which she inherited when Waldegrave died, actually belongs to 
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Weymouth.  Without the money, Huntly quickly understands, the couple will have to 

postpone their marriage.   

As these events unfold one after another—the dream, the lost letters, the 

reclaimed money—Huntly steadily loses control of his previously well-ordered world.  

The subsequent narrative disjuncture is one of the most startling in all of early American 

literature, and it represents a marked shift in Brown’s representations of the natural 

world.  Before, Huntly’s rambles in Norwalk were characterized largely by picturesque 

landscape images.  But after this change in the narrative, the natural world that Huntly 

confronts is described instead as willfully dangerous.  Equally important, Huntly 

undergoes the regression to a savage and animal state that he previously witnessed in 

Clithero Edny, becoming in effect a wild man of the wilderness himself. 

 

*   *   * 

At the start of Chapter 16, Edgar Huntly’s narrative shifts so abruptly that most 

first-time readers are left as disoriented as the protagonist.  Indeed, when this chapter 

opens Huntly has embarked on his final trip to the wilderness, but this time against his 

conscious will: in a midnight bout of somnambulism, he has stumbled into the darkened 

cave where he earlier found Edny.  This event is significant enough that Brown saw fit to 

subtitle his novel “Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker,” and Huntly’s dreamtime wanderings 

here underscore the recurring conflict between rational and irrational behavior, as well as 

how those behaviors are linked to the natural settings that surround Huntly.  In the 

eighteenth century, it was commonly understood that a person in a dreaming state was 
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devoid of reason—so that sleepwalking becomes “a metaphor for both the duplication 

and loss of Self,” in Sidney Krause’s words (“Introduction,” xxi).  Seen in this light, 

sleepwalking is an ideal phenomenon for a Gothic tale precisely because it involves the 

unbidden emergence of that which is normally contained, controlled, and restricted 

during waking hours.  In the Enlightenment-era United States, then, the dreamlike state of 

the sleepwalker—and all that ensues for Edgar Huntly—prefigures the return of 

culturally-buried older views of nature as a dangerous realm inscribed with violence. 

Thus Edgar Huntly regains consciousness after sleepwalking into the cave only to 

find his rational world replaced by the pre-Enlightenment terrors associated with the 

American frontier.  Upon waking, Huntly neither knows where he is nor how he got 

there; the “scene was left pregnant with astonishment and horror” (Brown 158).  Reason 

and order seem to have vanished.  “Solitude and sleep are now no more than the signals 

to summon up a tribe of ugly phantoms,” Huntly confesses.  “Famine and blindness, and 

death, and savage enemies, never fail to be conjured up by the silence and darkness of the 

night,” and Huntly “cannot dissipate them by any efforts of reason” (158). 

Many critics have described Edgar Huntly’s ordeal in the cave as either an 

initiation rite or a moment of rebirth, and both interpretations hold merit.14  Slotkin 

rightly notes that, by going into the cave, Huntly “enters a dark world in which identities 

shift and blend, and beasts and men interchange shapes and qualities” (385).  Indeed, 

when Huntly wakes up disoriented in the darkness of the cave, he too faces a host of old, 

repressed fears of nature: a breakdown between human and animal, civilized and savage.  

Like Edny before him, he suddenly falls prey to primitive, animal impulses.  In the cave 



  113 

his hunger becomes “ferocious,” and he bites at the linen of his shirt to satiate himself.  

The visceral hunger is so intense that he actually says, “I felt a strong propensity to bite 

the flesh from my arm.  My heart overflowed with cruelty, and I pondered on the delight 

I should experience in rending some living animal to pieces, and drinking its blood and 

grinding its quivering fibres between my teeth” (164).  Struggling to escape the pit in 

which he has found himself, Huntly comes face to face with a panther, an animal he 

describes as “a savage” (Brown 166).  To save himself, he quickly kills the animal with a 

tomahawk that just happens to be lying nearby (itself a clear eighteenth-century symbol 

of frontier “savagery”).  Still needing sustenance, Huntly fulfills his wish to devour raw 

flesh, feasting on the dead panther.  From his perspective of narrator looking back, 

however, he reveals his guilt and horror at this primal meal: “If this appetite has 

sometimes subdued the sentiments of nature, and compelled the mother to feed upon the 

flesh of her offspring, it will not excite amazement that I did not turn from the yet warm 

blood and reeking fibres of a brute” (167).  Having been forced to acknowledge and 

partake in this gruesome drama of survival, Huntly then finds himself wracked by 

stomach pain—his body (or perhaps mind) rejecting what he has just done.  In the words 

of Robert Lawson-Peebles, Huntly here “represents an absolute rejection of the 

sentimental savagism occasionally indulged by Revolutionary writers,” having been 

reduced to his essential, animal nature (251).  There is nothing attractive or romantic 

about this experience.  It is instead merely a reflex of survival, and for Huntly it is 

horrifying. 
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As if to underscore the mutability of the human-animal distinction, Brown 

suggests that animals, too, can possess human-like traits by rendering the sounds of the 

panther in disturbingly human terms.  That is, the panther’s cry bears a “resemblance to 

the human voice” which is “peculiarly terrific” for listeners (124).  And when Huntly 

strikes the panther in the cave with his tomahawk, it dies “struggling and shrieking,” its 

“voice . . . unspeakably rueful “ (167).  These sounds of mourning suggest a closer 

kinship between wildcat and human being than Huntly is comfortable with.  Moreover, 

the eerie similarities between Edny’s earlier transformation and Huntly’s adventure in the 

cave, not to mention the way that Huntly himself describes Edny, the panthers, and the 

local Native peoples in similar terms, all indicate how Brown subtly blurs the distinctions 

of what it meant to be a civilized human being in the early national era.  Indeed, Edgar 

Huntly so dramatically presents the instability of humankind’s uniqueness from other 

animals that at least one critic has made the claim that Brown single-handedly “made the 

Wild Man a permanent fixture in American Gothic” (Thorslev 302).15 

In the cave, it is clear that Huntly has been thrust headlong into a liminal zone 

where he faces the violence and brutality traditionally associated with the natural world 

on the frontier.  However contested the term “frontier” might be now, historical 

perceptions of the American frontier make it a type of Gothic space—a border where 

competing cultures and worldviews collide.  The editors of Frontier Gothic explain how 

“Gothicism may define the experience of any culture when the stories it tells itself do not 

ring true to the experience to be had simply walking about in the landscape.  American 

frontier gothic literature derives from this conflict between the inscripted history of 
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civilization and the history of the other, somehow immanent in the landscape” (Mogen, 

Sanders, and Karpinski 17).  The immanent “other” these authors discuss appears in 

Edgar Huntly not only as dangerous panthers, but also as Brown’s “savage” and animal-

like renderings of the Delaware Indians.  Despite attempts to block out or cast aside the 

brutality inherent in carving civilization out of nature, the fearsome aspect of wilderness 

is all too apparent to anyone simply “walking about in the landscape.”  For Edgar Huntly, 

after all, this fearsome savagery has already been witnessed in Clithero Edny’s gradual 

degeneration into a state of wildness—one that has put him on equal terms with the 

“savage” panther and the “savage” Indians. 

As if it weren’t bad enough that Huntly must face these fears within the cave, 

when he finally escapes he discovers that the terrifying natural world extends outside the 

cavern, as well.  As he leaves, the very wilderness suddenly seems alive and brimming 

with hostility.  Geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, who has written at length about the roots of our 

fears of nature, claims that while “[m]any distinctive types of fearsome landscape” exist, 

all of them produce two primary sensations: “One is fear of the imminent collapse of his 

world and the approach of death—that final surrender of integrity to chaos.  The other is 

a sense of personalized evil, the feeling that the hostile force, whatever its specific 

manifestation, possesses will” (Tuan 7).  We have already witnessed Huntly succumbing 

to the first fear.  His neatly ordered world has collapsed on him, to the point that he has 

apparently forgotten his initial motive: to find Waldegrave’s murderer.  The second fear, 

however, dominates this famous section of the novel.  George Toles has already 

discovered as much, explaining that once Huntly wakes up in the cave, “the landscape 
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acquires its energy and what one might almost call its will in the process of becoming 

mysterious—in creating a distance or gap between itself and the mind that wishes to 

penetrate it” (Toles 145).   

 As both Tuan and Toles suggest, Edgar Huntly feels cast about in a wilderness 

that possesses power.  This living landscape becomes a Gothic labyrinth he must navigate 

in order to find freedom.  In the cave, he ponders: “Methought I was the victim of some 

tyrant who had thrust me into a dungeon of his fortress, and left me no power to 

determine whether he intended I should perish with famine, or linger out a long life in 

hopeless imprisonment” (Brown 161-62).  Moments later, he complains that the “author 

of [his] distress and the means he had taken to decoy [him] hither, were 

incomprehensible” (164).  What Huntly doesn’t know at this point is that his own 

sleepwalking was the agent of his present terror—his own sleeping mind propelled him 

into the cave, not some external “author” or “tyrant.”  Even so, the natural world that 

surrounds Huntly appears intent on stopping his escape back home.  He discovers that the 

“soil was nearly covered with sharp fragments of stone.  Between these sprung brambles 

and creeping vines, whose twigs, crossing and intertwining with each other, added to the 

roughness below, made the passage infinitely toilsome” (181).  As he rushes across the 

landscape, accompanied by a young woman just rescued from captivity, it seems to come 

alive in order to impede their progress: 

The ground was concealed by the bushes, and we were perplexed and 

fatigued by a continual succession of hollows and prominences.  At one 

moment we were nearly thrown headlong into a pit.  At another we struck 
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our feet against the angles of stones.  The branches of the oak rebounded 

in our faces or entangled our legs, and the unseen thorns inflicted on us a 

thousand wounds.  (Brown 182) 

In these sections—and many more that follow—Brown removes nearly all agency from 

the protagonist, instead making the natural world a willing force trying to stop him.  

Indeed, by this point in the novel “[t]he recesses of wilderness are transformed from 

deep, silent wells of unrevealed truth to treacherous places of ambush,” as George Toles 

explains (148).  Huntly finds himself in a natural world completely removed from his 

previous picturesque experiences, and in its place stands something terrifying, alien, and 

alive. 

 Fittingly, it is here—just as Huntly is on the verge of escaping the cave—that 

Brown finally makes good on his promise to describe the “incidents of Indian hostility, 

and the perils of the western wilderness.”  Standing between him and freedom at the exit 

from the cave is eighteenth-century “savage” wilderness incarnate: a camp of Delaware 

Indians (or Lenni Lenape).  Even though they are noticeably absent in Edgar Huntly until 

this moment, Native Americans haunt the novel, their presence almost always lurking just 

out of sight, hinted at in Brown’s descriptions in ways that most of his contemporary 

readers would easily recognize.  For example, from the beginning, as I’ve already 

described, Edny appears in a less-than-civilized form that evokes eighteenth century 

images of “the savage.”  Furthermore, Huntly’s own prowess with the tomahawk as a 

weapon suggests a familiarity with local tribal cultures.16  But perhaps the most 

significant sign of Native presence early in the novel, and the one that likely resonated 
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most strongly with Brown’s contemporary readers, is the central image of the elm tree, 

around which so much of the novel’s action takes place.  In Brown’s time, this elm tree 

would have been filled with symbolic power. 

Here is the reason: popular Pennsylvania legend has it that colony founder 

William Penn negotiated a peace treaty with the Delawares in 1682 at Shackamaxon, just 

north of Philadelphia at present-day Kensington.  As the story goes, this treaty took place 

beneath the branches of a large elm tree.  The peace that arose from this treaty beneath 

the elm began what was to be one of the longest, uninterrupted periods of peace between 

Europeans and Native Americans in New World history.  Whether the story of the 

meeting is true or not, the legend of the treaty at the elm gained enormous cultural 

currency, and it was memorialized in a 1771 painting by Benjamin West, long after Penn 

himself had died.  Historians don’t agree about the exact nature of this treaty (whether its 

goal was peace, land acquisition, or something else), but regardless of its literal truth, the 

story of the treaty beneath the elm entered the “Pennsylvania tradition” and acquired a 

strong symbolic force (Weslager 167).   

To Philadelphians of the eighteenth century, the so-called Treaty Elm represented 

the honesty and humanity of Penn’s relationship with the Delawares.  When William 

Penn arrived in America in 1682, he brought with him an entirely new conception of the 

relationship between Europeans and Native Americans.  In stark contrast to most of the 

European settlers before him—in New England, Virginia, or elsewhere—Penn based his 

attitude toward the Native peoples on principles of friendship and goodwill.  Instead of 

claiming title to the lands granted to him by Charles II and the Duke of York, which he 
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had a right to by virtue of seventeenth century notions of the “right of discovery,” Penn 

chose to occupy the territory only with the “love and Consent” of the natives (qtd. in 

Weslager 156).  Arising from his Quaker beliefs, Penn’s stance toward the Delawares 

foregrounded peace and justice.  He forbade the sale of alcohol, offered proper avenues 

for the redress of Native grievances, and claimed land only after extinguishing Native 

title through fair and proper negotiations.  Moreover, he asserted that all trade goods 

exchanged with Native peoples be of high quality, a provision which was upheld in most 

land transactions during his lifetime and into the decades beyond.17  In fact, Pennsylvania 

colonists kept peace with the Delawares until 1755, when the Penn’s Creek Massacre 

began a new era of frontier warfare, and the British Colonists entered what became 

known as the French and Indian War.   

What is important to Brown’s tale is that Penn’s benevolence toward the Natives 

became symbolized in the image and idea of the Treaty Elm.  As C. Hale Sipe has so 

aptly stated it, “[t]hough the historian labors in vain to establish the date, the fact of the 

treaty remains as inspiring to us of the present day as it was to the historians, painters, 

and poets of the past” (73).  For over half a century, until outright wars with the Natives 

finally broke out in their region, this tree functioned to Pennsylvanians as a symbol of 

their peaceable relationship with the Delawares.  And even after William Penn’s death in 

1718, when tensions were mounting and that relationship with the Natives became 

stressed under the leadership of Penn’s heirs, the Treaty Elm remained as a symbol of the 

peace that had once existed.  By the time Brown was writing, the Elm had become firmly 

inscribed in regional history; Sydney Krause explains that when Brown was alive “the 
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Elm Treaty was not only a flourishing legend in Philadelphia . . . but the Elm itself was 

the focus of social events, the place where, among other things, the Methodists and 

Baptists held summer services” (Krause, “Penn’s Elm” 466).  Later, long after a storm 

uprooted the famous natural landmark in 1810, a marker was even erected to 

commemorate the Elm site as a symbol of peace.18  

It is significant, then, that Brown chose to set the opening scenes of Edgar Huntly 

beneath the branches of a charismatic Elm.  As he describes it, “This tree, however 

faintly seen, cannot be mistaken for another.  The remarkable bulk and shape of its trunk, 

its position in the midst of the way, its branches spreading into an ample circumference, 

made it conspicuous from afar” (Brown 9-10).  Whenever Huntly mentions the tree in his 

narrative he refers to it as a proper noun, “the Elm,” thereby calling further attention to its 

importance.  It is also under this Elm that Huntly first witnesses the half-clothed Edny 

digging in the dirt, and it is here too that the body of Waldegrave was found.  When 

Huntly’s narrative unveils the fact that Waldegrave was killed by a Delaware Indian, 

many readers of Brown’s era would have no doubt understood the situation’s profound 

irony.  That is, the Elm would call to mind the once-peaceable relations between William 

Penn’s colony and the Delawares, but Brown subverts that symbolism by making his 

fictional Elm the very site of Indian violence.  In Edgar Huntly, there is no peace treaty 

beneath the Elm, but rather a murder. 

Certainly for Brown, violence and the wilderness seem to go hand in hand.  

Huntly’s traumatic escape after leaving the cave reads like a page out of Rowlandson’s 

captivity narrative.  Indeed, in both his preface “To the Public” (which announces his 
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topic as “incidents of Indian hostility, and the perils of the western wilderness”) and in 

the story itself, Brown follows the lead of the Puritans from the preceding centuries and 

repeatedly links the natural world outside of Solebury with Native Americans, so much 

so that the two are sometimes conflated.  In fact, in Edgar Huntly—as in so many earlier, 

Puritan texts—the very image and idea of “the Indian” comes to symbolize the violence 

that so permeates the natural world.  Thus, when finding the group of Delawares at the 

cave’s exit, Huntly is forced to wonder, “Had some mysterious power snatched me from 

the earth, and cast me, in a moment, into the heart of the wilderness?” (171).  In other 

words, the very presence of the Indians indicates to Huntly that he is in a “wilderness,” 

for in his mind the two are inseparable.  Such thoughts, then, lead him to explain some of 

the Native history of the region.  He writes:  

I need not tell thee that Norwalk is the termination of a sterile and narrow 

tract, which begins in the Indian country.  It forms a sort of rugged and 

rocky vein, and continues upwards of fifty miles. . . . During former Indian 

wars, this rude surface was sometimes traversed by the Red-men, and they 

made, by means of it, frequent and destructive inroads into the heart of the 

English settlements.  During the last war, notwithstanding the progress of 

population, and the multiplied perils of such an expedition, a band of them 

had once penetrated into Norwalk, and lingered long enough to pillage and 

murder some of the neighbouring inhabitants.  (Brown 172-73) 

In the novel, this is the first indication that Huntly’s region has a recent history of 

violence.  Clearly, in Huntly’s mind the “sterile and narrow tract” of Norwalk is 
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inextricably linked to “Indian wars,” so much that the wilderness region and “Indian 

country” are nearly the same thing in his mind.  And once he invokes these connections, 

the scenes that follow are saturated with such violence. 

The animosity that Huntly bears towards the Natives in the novel can be traced 

directly to the aforementioned murderous Indian expedition.19  As he explains in the very 

next paragraph, he has “reason to remember that event”: “My father’s house was placed 

on the verge of this solitude.  Eight of these assassins assailed it at the dead of night.  My 

parents and an infant child were murdered in their beds; the house was pillaged, and then 

burnt to the ground” (Brown 173).  Huntly confesses the trauma of this event, and the 

scars are deep: 

Most men are haunted by some species of terror or antipathy, which they 

are, for the most part, able to trace to some incident which befel them in 

their early years.  You will not surprized that the fate of my parents, and 

the sight of the body of one of this savage band, who, in the pursuit that 

was made after them, was overtaken and killed, should produce lasting 

and terrific images in my fancy.  I never looked upon, or called up the 

image of a savage without shuddering.  (Brown 173) 

His extreme prejudice aside, Huntly is well aware of the role that Euroamericans played 

in provoking Indian warfare, that “at this time, some hostilities had been committed on 

the frontier; that a long course of injuries and encroachments had lately exasperated the 

Indian tribes; that an implacable and exterminating war was generally expected” (Brown 

173).  Importantly, even though he had “imagined [himself] at an inaccessible distance 
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from the danger,” Huntly “could not but remember that . . . an expedition, which had 

once succeeded, might possibly be attempted again” (173).  What has happened in the 

past, he fears, can always happen again. 

Despite his rational understanding of why the Delawares might be motivated to 

attack his town, Huntly still dehumanizes them to the point that they, too, become mere 

animals.  When they appear in the story, the Natives never possess any personalized 

traits; they remain nameless entities, indistinguishable from one another.  Moreover, 

Huntly actually describes them in terms of animals.  During his escape from the cave 

back to Solebury, when one Delaware is sneaking around nearby, Huntly says his 

“movements . . . appeared like those of a beast.  In different circumstances, I should have 

instantly supposed it to be a wolf, a panther, or bear” (Brown 199).  Moreover, “He 

moved on all fours, . . . His disfigured limbs, pendants from his ears and nose, and his 

shorn locks, were indubitable indications of a savage” (199).  The links couldn’t be any 

clearer: by this point in the novel, both the Delawares and the panthers that populate 

Norwalk have been described in virtually the same terms.  That is, “Brown presents the 

Indians as a threat not unlike the panthers that Huntly is so adept at slaying.  The Indians 

are symbolic of a malevolent wilderness that must be conquered” (Sivils 295).  And 

conquer them he does. 

Although he had earlier claimed that his “temper never delighted in carnage or 

blood,” in the second half of the novel Huntly is able to become a brutal and 

accomplished Indian killer, and his descriptions rival the horrors found in the most 

graphic Gothic novels (Brown 124).  Huntly’s murderous spree begins reluctantly 
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enough.  After sneaking past the “uncouth figures” of the Delawares sleeping at the exit 

from the cave, Huntly encounters a sentry who he fears will sound an alarm and strikes 

him “quick as lightning,” so that the “hatchet buried itself in his breast” (171, 179).  The 

guard dies, and Huntly’s first response is to feel “remorse and dismay” (179).  But 

however strong these emotions are, they are momentarily forgotten as he returns to the 

camp to rescue a girl who had been taken prisoner.  Later, having taken refuge in an 

empty cabin (which turns out to be the home of Old Deb, the only Delaware in the novel 

given a name), three more Delawares approach.  Huntly shoots two of them from his 

hiding place and, after a bullet grazes his cheek, he fires on the third, killing him.  The 

prowess with which he does this is surprising, but Huntly admits that he was not himself 

at this time.  He tells this story with a sense of incredulity, and claims that he “was not 

governed by the soul which usually regulates [his] conduct.”  Instead, he “had imbibed 

from the unparalleled events which had lately happened a spirit vengeful, unrelenting, 

and ferocious” (Brown 192). 

Having given in to this ferocity, Huntly collapses in exhaustion near the bodies of 

the slain Indians.  The scene is horrific: his “countenance was wan and haggard, [his] 

neck and bosom were died in blood, and [his] limbs, almost stripped by the brambles of 

their slender covering, were lacerated by a thousand wounds” (195).  Later, having been 

left for dead by a group of men who arrive to rescue the captive girl, he wakes amid a 

“theatre of carnage” just in time to find a fifth Delaware approaching (200).  Huntly 

doesn’t hesitate to shoot, but this time his bullet only wounds him.  To end the “doleful 

shrieks” and “keenest agonies,” he fires a second time but still doesn’t kill him.  Claiming 
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to dispense mercy, then, Huntly violently stabs the man to death with the bayonet on his 

gun.  The brutal tableau, of the bloody Edgar Huntly surrounded by the bodies of slain 

Native Americans, emphasizes the distance he has come since his early, gentle rambles 

through the woods in the opening pages of the novel.  Astonished by his capacity for 

violence, Huntly announces that “Such are the deeds which perverse nature compels 

thousands of rational beings to perform and to witness!” (202).  Indeed, in a masterful 

stroke of symbolism, as Huntly exits the scene he picks up the last Delaware’s “tom-

hawk” in exchange for the gun he carries, sticking the “musquet in the ground, and 

[leaving] it standing upright in the middle of the road” (203).  By choosing the Native 

weapon in favor of the Euroamerican one, Huntly’s symbolic transformation seems 

complete.  Having made that choice, he then heads home. 

As I’ve said, Huntly’s narrative tends to conflate the Natives and the panthers, 

merging them with the external wilderness and reducing them to an essential, animal 

nature.  But importantly, as these violent encounters with the Delawares illustrate, both 

Huntly and Edny have also been described in a similar manner, prone to savage and 

animal impulses that threaten their coherent identities as rational, Enlightenment 

individuals.  Simply put, “the identification of the Indian with the evil and fearful powers 

of the wilderness comprises a significant aspect of the affective symbolism in Edgar 

Huntly,” explains Robert Newman, but “the underlying irony of the novel is the 

revelation of the savage potential of the white man,” given over, as Huntly puts it, to a 

“perverse nature” (Newman 68, Brown 202).  Huntly’s traumatic sojourn in the 

wilderness—which is brought about by his own unconscious, sleepwalking mind—
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dismantles any illusions of the possibility for stable identities.  Within even the most 

morally upright citizen lies the potential for a nature that is “perverse.” 

Huntly seems to recognize his nearness to this danger, and while making his way 

back to Solebury he strives to rise above the common animal.  He explains:   

I had delighted, from my childhood, in feats of agility and perseverance.  

In roving through the maze of thickets and precipices, I had put my 

energies both moral and physical, frequently to the test.  Greater 

achievements than this had been performed, and I disdained to be out-done 

in perspicacity by the lynx, in his sure-footed instinct by the roe, or in 

patience under hardship, and contention with fatigue, by the Mohawk.  I 

have ever aspired to transcend the rest of animals in all that is common to 

the rational and brute, as well as in all by which they are distinguished 

from each other.  (Brown 212) 

Huntly himself might be able to fend off the perils of the landscape, killing panthers and 

Indians alike, as the novel clearly shows.  But the most haunting terror that he faces is 

one not uncommon along the eighteenth-century Pennsylvania frontier: the fear that the 

savagery he confronts in the wilderness has come to destroy his home and family.  While 

escaping from the Indians’ cave he had grabbed a musket, and when he has a moment to 

inspect it, Huntly realizes with horror that it is his very own gun, somehow taken from his 

home.  Because one of the Delawares possessed it, he quickly leaps to the most terrifying 

conclusion: “[his] uncle and [his] sisters had been murdered; [his] dwelling had been 

pillaged, and this [gun] had been a part of the plunder.  Defenseless and asleep, they were 
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assailed by these inexorable enemies” (185).  Moreover, on his return home, he passes by 

the homestead of the Selby family, and at the outskirts of the meadow, Huntly finds “the 

corse of a girl, mangled by an hatchet.  Her head gory and deprived of its locks, easily 

explained the kind of enemies by whom she had been assailed” (230).  All the evidence, 

it would seem, points toward an Indian massacre.  And soon after, as he comes even 

closer to home, he encounters a man named Bisset who confirms this fear, telling of a 

recent Indian attack that left “one house in Solebury . . . rifled and burnt” (234).  When 

the true sequence of events is eventually revealed, we learn that Huntly’s uncle has 

indeed died—but not from any Indian raid on their house.  The rest of his family is safe at 

home, unharmed.  Yet until he sees for himself, Huntly is persuaded that all is lost, even 

“the means of subsistence itself” (234).  Thus for Huntly, it is one thing to enter the 

wilderness and face the dark side, but it is entirely another to know that this dark side has 

the power to come home with you—and express itself as you. 

 

*   *   * 

In the end, Edgar Huntly survives his ordeal in the wilderness, but it permanently 

unsettles him.  His search for a rational solution to Waldegrave’s death leads him to 

realize that the natural world is filled with senseless violence that cannot always be 

explained rationally—in fact, it may originate from some “perverse nature” deep within 

each individual.  Huntly’s very search for rational explanations is what leads him to 

experience irrational impulses: he shadows Edny, and that search is what ultimately sends 

him into the deepest Gothic reaches of the wild.  As I have said, for most of the novel 
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Huntly forgets or ignores his original mission to find Waldegrave’s killer.  But because 

we find out in the final pages that Waldegrave was really killed by a single renegade 

Delaware, “more sanguinary and audacious than the rest” of them, it is possible to read 

Huntly’s entire journey as a circuitous version of that very quest (281).  For if 

Waldegrave’s killers were the “savages” associated with the wilderness, then Huntly has 

already confronted and surmounted them.  And we cannot forget that Huntly’s own 

parents were killed by Indians; arguably, the psychological scar from that traumatic event 

could be what propels nearly all of the novel’s actions.  Indeed, how does a young man in 

a “civilized” town on the edge of the Pennsylvania wilderness come to terms with the 

“savagery” and brutality that always lurk just out of sight—especially when they are 

forever buried in his own family history and in his memory?  As much as he might try to 

become a Romantic nature rambler, Huntly will always feel the imminent threat from the 

wilderness that claimed his parents. 

The same could be said about the United States in the post-Revolutionary War 

era.  At the time Brown wrote his novels, he was living in a newly-formed nation that had 

a two hundred year history of violence against the wilderness and those peoples who 

originally inhabited it.  The Jeffersonian ideal of an agrarian nation depended on the 

transformation of that landscape from unruly wildness to cultivated fields, parks, and 

meadows—and in order for that vision to become reality, the Native peoples who lived 

there needed to be removed.  There was no room in the new national mythology for the 

violent story of Euroamerican encounters with the wilderness and the often “savage” 

behavior such encounters provoked.  In its stead were more peaceable images of the 
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hardiness of American life and the optimistic intellectual life of the age of Enlightenment.  

Huntly, in Brown’s novel, adopts this pose, but he quickly discovers that the violence and 

terror long encountered in the wilderness—from Natives, animals, and the landscape 

itself—cannot so easily be discarded.  Crèvecoeur, in Letters from an American Farmer, 

famously writes that the “American is a new man, who acts upon new principles; he must 

therefore entertain new ideas and form new opinions” (70).  But Edgar Huntly, and 

Gothic fiction in general, repeatedly suggests that the past cannot be escaped.  As “new” 

as the new American hopes to become, there is no denying the existence of older and 

darker experiences with the natural world—experiences that are central to Euroamerican 

history in the New World.   In short, the events of Brown’s novel force readers to 

wonder: like Huntly, is the nation itself also sleepwalking, unaware of what it has done?  

And will those guilty past secrets, like a Gothic curse, someday return to haunt the 

present? 

Brown’s novel specifically links the violence of American colonialism with the 

natural world.  Moreover, it seems that the deeper Huntly travels in the American 

wilderness, the more he devolves from a rational, Enlightenment individual into 

something irrational, uncivilized, and even animal.  Although one popular current of 

thought in the eighteenth century found a type of noble, natural morality in the primitive 

and “savage” state of life, there always existed a fear about the degenerative power of the 

dark woods and mountains.  These were precisely the same fears that Crèvecoeur 

described in his “Distresses of a Frontier Man,” fears that the natural world housed some 

terrible and debasing force.   
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In the preceding chapter I outlined how the Puritans came to New England with 

the express purpose of transforming the wilderness into a New Jerusalem—and that 

purpose has persisted throughout history.  On one level, the Euroamerican agenda has 

almost always been to transform the wilderness into something pleasant, useful, and 

beneficial (spiritually, communally, or economically).  But in Edgar Huntly, Brown turns 

that classic American endeavor on its head.  Instead of the frontier settler transforming 

the wilderness, the natural world becomes a force that transforms the person—and in 

Edgar Huntly’s case, that transformation undermines the contemporary Enlightenment 

ideals of reason and human goodness.  As one critic has put it, “[w]ith this character, in 

this setting, Brown has brought into focus the deepest fears of the political owners of the 

New World—fears that America would not be the Old World renewed, but rather turned 

upside down” (Lawson-Peebles 251).  The very landscape of Nature’s Nation contains a 

dark side, one with the potential to destroy the carefully crafted ideals and identity of that 

young nation’s citizens. 

Read in the context of Gothic literature, Edgar Huntly uses the Gothic convention 

of the handed-down curse to demonstrate American anxieties about the wilderness at the 

very moment that the new nation was forming its identity as Nature’s Nation.  If we take 

Horace Walpole’s moral from his first preface to The Castle of Otranto, the quintessential 

Gothic curse that “the sins of the fathers are visited on their children to the third or fourth 

generation” and apply it here, then the ghost that comes back to punish in Brown’s novel 

is not an angry great-grandfather but rather spectral forms of the Native American 

(Walpole 7).  At the end of the eighteenth century, in order for the United States to exist 
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as a coherent identity in the minds of its citizens, the Native Americans who originally 

inhabited the continent not only had to be eradicated, but the memory of that eradication 

also needed to be wiped away.  Without such an erasure, a coherent national identity 

could not be maintained.   

Yet the Gothic mode of fiction also tells us that a guilty memory is persistent.  

“[T]he guilt which underlies the gothic and motivates its plots,” Leslie Fiedler has so 

eloquently stated, “is the guilt of the revolutionary haunted by the (paternal) past which 

he has been striving to destroy” (129).  To Charles Brockden Brown, in his effort to 

transplant elements of the literary Gothic to American soil, that revolutionary past isn’t so 

much the recent American Revolution itself as it is the destruction of the people who 

originally lived on the land.  As Ian Marshall explains, for Edgar Huntly “[t]o see the 

land as hostile is to sense, on a subconscious level at least, that he does not belong there” 

(142).  That is, to experience the wilderness of Norwalk as a willfully hostile force, as 

Huntly does, is to know that Euroamericans do not belong.  Put differently, “the interior 

logic of the modern nation requires that citizens be haunted,” Renée Bergland writes (4).  

“American nationalism is sustained by writings that conjure forth spectral Native 

Americans . . . [which] function both as representations of national guilt and as 

triumphant agents of Americanization” (Bergland 4).  For Bergland, to the extent that one 

exists, the American national conscience is a guilty one, and that guilt always threatens, 

in Gothic fashion, to unsettle any established order.  And that is precisely what happens 

in Edgar Huntly. 
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 Brown’s novel remains important because it is one of the earliest works of fiction 

in the United States that looks to nature with a fearful eye.  For authors before and after 

Brown, the threat from wild nature wasn’t always captured in so tangible a symbol as 

Huntly’s murdered parents.  But since Brown’s time, authors have told similar tales over 

and over, both fascinated with and repelled by the idea of a sentient, dark nature.  Such a 

setting has so permeated literature that nowadays it has become a cliché.  Yet those 

people who spend their time studying American nature writing usually neglect this dark 

side in favor of the more attractive, romanticized version that also emerged in the same 

era that Brown was writing.  However, as the next chapter indicates, ingrained human 

fears about nature run so deep that even some texts by a writer so central to the nature 

writing tradition as Henry David Thoreau often mask moments of Gothic doubt and 

uncertainty. 
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CHAPTER III: 

 

IN THE SHADOWS OF KATAHDIN:  

THOREAU AND THE DARK SIDE OF ROMANTICISM 

 

 
 

On July 4, 1845, Henry David Thoreau moved into his self-made cabin on the 

shores of Walden Pond, a mile or so south of Concord, Massachusetts, with the purpose 

“to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life” (Thoreau, Walden 90).  

Those essential facts, as most readers have come to think of them today, included finding 

the proper fuel, food, clothing, and shelter necessary for survival.  But at the same time, 

part of Thoreau’s effort to live deliberately also included his quest for spiritual self-

sufficiency—transcendental wisdom gained by astute observations of the natural world 

and predicated on the notion that material, earthly objects were symbols of higher, 

spiritual and transcendent truths. 

On the first page of Walden, as he offers some explanation and justification for 

why he “obtrude[s his] affairs so much on the notice of [his] readers,” Thoreau lists a 

series of questions he had been asked about his two-year stay at Walden Pond.  Among 

such queries as “what I got to eat” and “if I did not feel lonesome,” he admits that some 

of the townspeople had also asked “if I was not afraid” (Walden 3).  To many modern 

readers, it may seem unusual that Thoreau could have been afraid.  So often, his is seen 

as a model of the quiet, contemplative life in nature.  And when Thoreau scholars and 

critics talk and write about Walden nowadays, fear is not one of his “essential facts of 

life”—not an emotion typically associated with his two-year sojourn in the woods.  Nor 
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does mention of fear ever really enter any serious discussion of any of Thoreau’s 

interactions with the natural world of New England. 

Thoreau, as a thinker and as an author, is known mainly as a member of the 

literary and philosophical movement called Transcendentalism—which arose in the 

1830s from a group of close-knit friends who frequently met in Concord and Boston, 

Massachusetts, to discuss matters intellectual and literary.  Based in part on the ideas of 

German philosopher Immanuel Kant and influenced by some of the British Romantic 

poets (such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge), Transcendentalism is 

generally characterized by the notion that the divinity of God is immanent in both nature 

and the individual.  The means of accessing this divinity is through intuition and 

introspection, as exemplified by Ralph Waldo Emerson’s dictum, “Trust thyself.”  In this 

regard, Transcendentalism was very much a revolutionary philosophy, going against the 

dictates of Calvinist theology and eschewing, in general, any authority but that located in 

each individual.  Emerson’s concept of self-reliance embodied this movement’s 

optimism, and Thoreau, his protégé, espoused some of the most central, shared tenets of 

this philosophy in Walden—particularly those about ascertaining spiritual truths through 

observations of the natural world.   

Despite the optimism of such a view of nature, my overarching point in this 

chapter is that much of Thoreau’s writing is often pervaded by moments of anxiety and 

uncertainty about, and even sometimes fear of, the natural world—in all of its 

manifestations.  Some Thoreau scholars have looked to his posthumous collection Cape 

Cod (1865) for such instances, and certainly the idea that Thoreau was occasionally prone 
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to bleaker visions of nature is not new.  Yet most literature and environment scholars see 

Thoreau as overcoming those problematic and fearful conceptions of nature and thus 

focus on other aspects of his texts.1  Or they simply overlook those fearful aspects 

altogether in order to favor the popular image of Thoreau as environmentalist. 

I can’t fault them, for as Richard Bridgman argues in Dark Thoreau, it is quite 

difficult to make coherent sense of all of Thoreau’s writing; his texts frequently offer 

many contradictions.2  I want to emphasize that even if Thoreau’s writing is dominated 

by a largely Transcendental vision of nature, his oeuvre still possesses significant 

moments of doubt, and the idea that nature could be an indifferent or potentially hostile 

force remains, lurking at the periphery.  Notably, he tends to use Gothic conventions to 

write about nature in these more dark and fearful manifestations.  Thoreau is often 

considered to be a quintessential nineteenth-century natural historian, but the Gothic 

aspects in his texts reveal other attitudes that at times subvert such a view.  That is, even 

within the works of this most canonical of American nature writers, Gothic depictions of 

nature still exist, and to overlook them or ignore them is, in part, not only to misread 

Thoreau, but perhaps to misunderstand the history of American attitudes toward nature. 

Nowadays it is difficult to compose any study of written representations of nature 

in the United States without offering at least a passing nod to Thoreau’s life and writing, 

so central has he been to American nature writing and environmentalism.3  Lawrence 

Buell has rightly claimed that “[i]f literary history is to be reimagined under the sign of 

environment, Thoreau will certainly continue to be one of the key points of reference, 

even by those who expose his feet of clay” (Buell, Environmental 367).  I hope neither to 
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deify Thoreau here nor to expose feet of clay.  But it is very telling that some of the 

central texts of the American nature writing tradition do possess instances of Gothic 

uncertainty.  Although Thoreau’s faith in the inherent benevolence of Nature remained 

unflagging throughout his lifetime, his written texts reveal that even the most steadfast of 

believers have moments of doubt, however short lived those moments may be. 

 Before proceeding further, I must make an important distinction and qualification.  

It has become commonplace in many studies of Thoreau to conflate the author with the 

text, the man himself with the written accounts of his actions and observations.  This 

conflation seems to come naturally, in part because Thoreau always placed himself at the 

center of his published writing.  As he confesses in Walden, “I should not talk so much 

about myself if there were any body else whom I knew as well” (3).  Indeed, it is 

tempting to study the man along with the text because, by most biographical standards, 

Thoreau was such an interesting character.  And the result is that we now have a number 

of insightful and important books that trace the intellectual development of Thoreau the 

person, reading his life and ideas and placing them in a variety of social, political, 

economic, scientific and other historical contexts.  But I am no biographer, and in the 

present study I strive to make claims only about the published writing of Thoreau, and 

thus my claims are based on Thoreau the character as seen in his texts—not necessarily 

Thoreau the person who lived and breathed in Concord in the nineteenth century.  I wish 

to place his writing within a long tradition of writing about nature on the North American 

continent, to see how his works fit within this tradition of “dark nature” that I am 

exploring. 
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 By making such a distinction, I willfully overlook what some critics have come to 

see as Thoreau’s greatest written achievement: his voluminous journals.  While they now 

comprise seven published volumes (in the Princeton edition) and cover a span of twenty-

four years of his life, Thoreau never published them during his lifetime, nor did he ever 

intend for them to be public documents, at least in the way he intended Walden, A Week 

on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, and so many of his natural history essays to be.4  

Consequently, my analysis of Thoreau’s writing might seem piecemeal—omitting certain 

texts and favoring others—but I aim not to be comprehensive.  Rather, I hope merely to 

show that in much of Thoreau’s published writing, he occasionally presents the natural 

world and his experiences with it as Gothic, even in those texts considered to be his most 

Transcendental.  That is, the natural world sometimes appears as a Gothicized setting, 

described in terms and with conventions borrowed from Gothic novels; and moreover, 

when those descriptions and settings appear, they are accompanied by moments of 

instability in Thoreau’s vision, perception, and ideology.   

 

*   *   * 

In July of 1842, at the young age of twenty-five, several years before he had 

moved to the cabin at Walden Pond, before he had traveled to the Maine woods, and 

before he had published any book, Henry David Thoreau accompanied Richard Fuller 

(brother of Margaret) on a four-day excursion to climb Mount Wachusett—a prominent 

landform west of his home in Concord (but notably less dramatic than many of the other 

New England mountains he would climb during his lifetime).  He later recorded his 
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impressions of the journey in the essay “A Walk to Wachusett,” which was published the 

following January in the Boston Miscellany of Literature and Fashion, in 1843.  For 

Thoreau at that time, this travel essay marked a significant development in his 

burgeoning literary career.  It was not only his first publication outside the 

Transcendentalist journal The Dial, but it also showcased many stylistic developments 

that prefigure the distinctive literary voice that he develops more fully in A Week on the 

Concord and Merrimack Rivers and Walden. 

 In many ways, “A Walk to Wachusett” is typical nineteenth-century travel 

writing—characterized by descriptions of picturesque landscapes and the author’s 

observations and careful thoughts about those landscapes.  But the essay is striking, 

especially for this study, because it also offers an early glimpse of Thoreau’s conscious 

awareness of a haunted, Gothic landscape.  For most of the written account of the 

journey, which is of course recollected and recreated by Thoreau after the original 

excursion, the focus is on landscape and scenery, with particular emphasis on its pastoral 

and picturesque qualities.  For instance, as the two travelers walk through “the country of 

hops,” Thoreau muses that perhaps the “culture of the hop . . . so analogous to the culture 

and uses of the grape, may afford a theme for future poets” (“Walk” 28, 29).  Later, “on 

the top of a hill, in the shade of some oaks, near to where a spring bubbled out from a 

leaden pipe, [they] rested during the heat of the day, reading Virgil and enjoying the 

scenery” (30).  Descriptions such as these are typical of the essay, and they serve to 

highlight the relatively gentle landscape of eastern Massachusetts in the nineteenth 

century.5   
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 But the first sign that this apparently serene setting masks something more 

foreboding appears early.  In this region, while thinking about the persistence of “human 

nature in all ages,” Thoreau’s thoughts turn to the ancient Romans; he observes: “Rome 

imposes her story still upon this late generation” (“Walk” 30).  Thoreau was always fond 

of classical literature, but here he notices that the power of the ancients is so strong that 

“[t]he very children in the school [they] had that morning passed had gone through her 

[i.e., Rome’s] wars, and recited her alarms, ere they had heard of the wars in neighboring 

Lancaster” (31-32).  Only an offhand remark, this comment about Rome and Lancaster is 

meant to suggest that public education in the 1840s emphasized Classical history before 

American history.  Yet by mentioning the wars of Lancaster, Thoreau recalls the long and 

bloody history of Indian wars that characterized life on the Massachusetts frontier for 

over two centuries.  In particular, as most of Thoreau’s contemporaries would have 

recognized, this reference points directly to the attack on Lancaster that led to Mary 

Rowlandson’s captivity. 

 This comment of his, brief as it is, might not even be worth mentioning if Thoreau 

didn’t return to this topic in the final pages of the essay, once the two men have 

descended from the mountain and are heading home.  Having discovered a new 

perspective on the summit of Wachusett, Thoreau writes of noticing “an unexpected 

refinement” about the cultivated, pastoral landscape he travels through: “level prairies of 

great extent, interspersed with elms and hop-fields and groves of trees, give it almost a 

classic appearance” (“Walk” 39).  But as he passes once again through Lancaster, the 

burden of history he previously mentioned—the Indian wars—weighs heavily on him.  
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Thus, about the same landscape in which he discovers “an unexpected refinement,” he is 

also able to say: 

This, it will be remembered, was the scene of Mrs. Rowlandson’s capture, 

and of other events in the Indian wars, but from this July afternoon, and 

under that mild exterior, those times seemed as remote as the irruption of 

the Goths.  They were the dark age of New England.  On beholding a 

picture of a New England village as it then appeared, with a fair open 

prospect, and a light on trees and river, as if it were broad noon, we find 

we had not thought the sun shone in those days, or that men lived in broad 

daylight then.  We do not imagine the sun shining on hill and valley 

during Philip’s war, nor on the war-path of Paugus, or Standish, or 

Church, or Lovell, with serene summer weather, but a dim twilight or 

night did those events transpire in.  They must have fought in the shade of 

their own dusky deeds.  (“Walk” 39) 

One hundred sixty-six years after the fact, after most outright warring with Native 

Americans in Massachusetts had ended, and after much of the landscape had been cleared 

and cultivated into “fair open prospect[s],” the incidents of violence written about by 

Rowlandson still resonate strongly from the landscape.  In fact, it is likely no coincidence 

that Thoreau remembers this violent past at the very moment he sees the calming vista of 

“a fair open prospect, and a light on trees and river, as if it were broad noon.”  The 

contrast between the two visions, the one of contemporary enlightenment and the other of 

past darkness, serves to emphasize Thoreau’s heightened perspective gained by his climb 
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up Wachusett.  From an artistic, compositional standpoint, he is contrasting his current 

vision of clarity with the “dark,” “dim,” and “dusky” obscurity of the past. 

 Yet even though inserting this cultural memory of Indian wars and wilderness 

violence might serve artistic or rhetorical purposes, for Thoreau it functions also as a 

hauntingly Gothic resurgence of the past.  Just as the neatly-ordered Enlightenment view 

of nature that Edgar Huntly so desperately clung to was destabilized by the chaotic 

intrusion of older, more unruly perceptions of the natural world, here too Thoreau’s 

pleasantly pastoral perception of the landscape is undercut by the persistent cultural 

memory of fear and violence linked inextricably to that landscape.  David M. Robinson, 

writing specifically about Thoreau’s sense of place in “A Walk to Wachusett,” observes 

that while “Thoreau is asserting nature’s authority over history, its capacity to cancel or 

override the past, he is in fact contemplating that very past, recalling its violence and 

tragedy” (Robinson 90).  That is, when “he asserts the landscape’s Edenic innocence, he 

is simultaneously remembering the tragic history of this particular place” (Robinson 90).  

The tension between these two views, and the paradox created by that tension—that the 

dark, violent past is necessary to contrast and emphasize the current “Edenic” view—are 

fundamentally Gothic.  In fact, Thoreau invokes the Goths themselves in this passage, 

even though he likely does so only to emphasize distance in time rather than to 

consciously suggest the literary Gothic mode. 

Nevertheless, a present moment perpetually haunted by an ineradicable violent 

past is one of the hallmarks of Gothic storytelling.  And here, that violent “dark age of 

New England,” just as in Edgar Huntly, is linked specifically to a wilderness landscape.  
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But in this case, the wilderness itself no longer exists, having since been cleared by 

generations of Anglo settlers.  Thus, in this essay, Thoreau is haunted both by a ghostly 

sense of past violence, as well as by the now-ghostly landscape where that violence once 

took place.  If the violence of the past is linked symbolically to darkness and wilderness, 

as Thoreau suggests here, it’s no wonder that years later in Walden he is able to claim: “I 

believe that men are generally still a little afraid of the dark, though the witches are all 

hung, and Christianity and candles have been introduced” (Walden 131).  For Thoreau, 

the witches are all hung, but it can’t be ignored that they still lurk within memory and are 

irrevocably connected to the landscapes of New England. 

 The central purpose of “A Walk to Wachusett” is clearly to offer descriptions of 

this excursion that Thoreau and Fuller embarked on, to give an account of the journey 

and Thoreau’s thoughtful commentary on his experience.  It certainly isn’t meant to be a 

treatise on the “dusky” deeds of his ancestors in the “dark age of New England.”  But 

nevertheless, the very presence of that haunting past, and the ability of the landscape 

itself to disrupt Thoreau’s more pleasant musings, offers a hint of what is to come in 

some of Thoreau’s later renderings of the natural world.  In fact, this early essay sets the 

stage for the “dark nature” Thoreau finds hiding within the woods of Maine.  It not only 

suggests something terrifying about the sense of enclosure and containment associated 

with “wilderness” as Thoreau imagines it, but it also once more links that wilderness with 

a violent Indian past.  Whereas Edgar Huntly (and Charles Brockden Brown) were 

familiar with Native American warfare, by the time Thoreau was writing the era of Indian 

Removal had begun, and Thoreau’s knowledge of that violence never came firsthand.  
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And while Thoreau never encounters any violence with Native Americans, nor does he 

ever really fear them (at least as we can tell from his writing), the presence of something 

out there in the woods does seem to haunt the wilderness of The Maine Woods in ways 

that are peculiarly Gothic. 

 

*   *   * 

 

To say that some of Thoreau’s descriptions carry Gothic undertones does not 

mean that Walden woods is peopled by ghosts or other supernatural beings.  Instead, 

many of the bouts of nervousness and anxiety that find their way into Thoreau’s writing 

in Walden and The Maine Woods are based on common human fears as old as human 

history—the same ones that have appeared in the texts examined in earlier chapters.  One 

of these is the fear of becoming lost.  For example, in the chapter of Walden called 

“Solitude,” Thoreau briefly mentions that he has “heard of a man lost in the woods and 

dying of famine and exhaustion at the foot of a tree” (Walden 136).  This man, whose 

name is never mentioned, lies on the verge of death.  Thankfully, Thoreau tells us, the 

“loneliness” of such a terrible fate as his was “relieved by the grotesque visions with 

which, owing to bodily weakness, his diseased imagination surrounded him, and which 

he believed to be real” (Walden 136).  Hallucinations, then, born out of physical and 

mental anguish, allow this man some final relief.  This may be an unusual observation for 

Thoreau, but the point of this story seems clear: company can be found in nature, and the 

human body and mind will never allow us be completely alone.  In fact, Thoreau 

continues by saying that “we may be continually cheered by a like but more normal and 
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natural society” (136).  Still, there is something mildly terrifying about finding relief in 

“grotesque visions” that arise from a “diseased imagination.” 

Indeed, becoming lost—in the woods, the mountains, out there in nature—is a 

recurring motif throughout Thoreau’s writing, both in Walden and in The Maine Woods.  

His attention to it suggests a minor preoccupation, but his ambivalence about it points to 

an inability to come to a firm conclusion about what it means to be lost.  On the one 

hand, Thoreau renders the experience of becoming disoriented in the forests surrounding 

Walden Pond as pleasurable and even enlightening.  But on the other, he just as 

eloquently writes about the terror of discovering that someone he cares about has 

disappeared. 

 Elsewhere in Walden, Thoreau hints at these dangers.  For instance, he claims that 

it “was very pleasant, when [he] staid late in town, to launch [him]self into the night, 

especially if it was dark and tempestuous . . . for [his] snug harbor in the woods” (Walden 

169).  His journey back through the woods to his cabin is told in terms of setting sail at 

sea, and even though he calls it “pleasant,” he creates an element of uncertainty: “It is 

darker in the woods, even in common nights, than most suppose,” he writes (169).  Such 

a claim resonates more strongly, again because it recalls his previous observation that 

“men are generally still a little afraid of the dark.”   His nighttime passage through the 

woods causes him to remember guests who have visited his cabin at night—and who 

couldn’t find their way home in the dark without Thoreau pointing them in the right 

direction.  But merely knowing the direction isn’t enough; one must learn to use senses 

other than the eyes.  Thoreau describes “[o]ne very dark night” when “two young men 
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who had been fishing in the pond” tried to return to their homes, but ended up lost “the 

greater part of the night, close by their own premises, and did not get home till toward 

morning” (170).  Consequently, they were soaked by a storm and “drenched to their 

skins,” the suggestion being that they were lucky to get away with such little harm. 

 Thoreau himself claims that losing one’s bearings can be edifying and 

enlightening, that “[i]t is a surprising and memorable as well as valuable experience, to 

be lost in the woods any time” (Walden 170).  He asserts further that “not till we are 

completely lost, or turned round,—for man needs only to be turned round once with his 

eyes shut in this world to be lost,—do we appreciate the vastness and strangeness of 

Nature. . . . Not till we are lost, in other words, not till we have lost the world, do we 

begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations” 

(Walden 171).  Thoreau is talking largely about perceptions here, that we can only see 

things fresh and anew if we lose our preconceptions and break free from the shackles that 

keep us from being truly “awake.”  But at the same time, we must remember that he is 

also speaking literally.  As the various anecdotes of the two young men, of the “many 

going astray even in the village streets,” and of Thoreau’s own journey home in the 

darkness suggest, people do become lost when they don’t know where they are and are 

uncertain about how to find familiar ground (170). 

 This reality becomes painfully clear in Thoreau’s essay “The Allegash and East 

Branch,” included in The Maine Woods.  This essay, written several years after Walden 

was published, details Thoreau’s third and final excursion to the Maine woods, in 1857.6  

On this trip he brought his companion, Concord neighbor Edward Sherman Hoar, and a 
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Penobscot guide, Joseph Polis.  Together they canoed and portaged from Moosehead 

Lake to the West Branch of the Penobscot River, and from there to the Allagash River, 

returning by way of the East Branch of the Penobscot.7  In all, it was Thoreau’s longest 

sojourn to the lake country of the Maine woods.  And while on this trip, Thoreau 

experiences an unsettling moment that calls into question his previous claims about the 

benefits of being lost.  As he describes it, on the afternoon of July 29, while traveling 

along Maine’s Webster Brook, Thoreau becomes separated from Hoar.  Having gone 

ahead to help Polis move the canoe down some rapids, Thoreau returns to where he 

thinks his friend should have been only to discover that his “companion was not to be 

seen.  It was as if he had sunk into the earth.  This was the more unaccountable . . . 

because [he] knew that his feet were since [their] swamp walk very sore, and that he 

wished to keep with the party” (Maine 258).  Things do not look good for his friend, and 

Thoreau observes that “this was very bad walking, climbing over or about the rocks” 

(258).   

After running about “hallooing and searching for him” to no avail, Thoreau 

begins to worry seriously (Maine 258).  “The sun was setting,” he writes, “and on 

account of the falls and rapids we should be obliged to leave this river and carry a good 

way into another further east. . . . I was now very much alarmed about him . . . I feared 

that he had either fallen from the precipice, or fainted and sunk down amid the rocks 

beneath it” (258-59).  As the evening darkens, his concerns increase: “I shouted and 

searched above and below this precipice in the twilight till I could not see, expecting 

nothing less than to find his body beneath it.  For half an hour I anticipated and believed 
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only the worst.  I thought what I should do the next day, if I did not find him, what I 

could do in such a wilderness, and how his relatives would feel, if I should return without 

him” (259).  In this unfamiliar and largely uninhabited country, Thoreau is uncertain how 

to react.  In other texts (and even elsewhere in this same one) he celebrates the value of 

wild nature, but here, when safety seems momentarily to have vanished, he is left 

helpless.  Despite any earlier romanticized ideals about being lost as a means to some 

type of enlightenment, here Thoreau can think only of the worst.  When deep in the 

Maine woods, it would seem, becoming lost leads not to enlightenment, but rather to 

death. 

Given the frightening nature of this experience, it is no wonder that Thoreau 

describes the evening he spends without his friend as one filled with Gothic-inflected 

terrors.  His worries about his lost friend force him to see the natural world differently.  “I 

lay awake a good deal from anxiety,” he explains (Maine 261).  And even though he 

convinces himself that he “should find him in the morning,” Thoreau is still haunted by 

uncertainty: “From time to time I fancied that I heard his voice calling through the roar of 

the falls from the opposite side of the river” (261).  Then, equally fitting, his final 

description of the evening makes the natural world around him reflect his interior state of 

mind: 

It was the most wild and desolate region we had camped in, where, if 

anywhere, one might expect to meet with befitting inhabitants, but I heard 

only the squeak of a night-hawk flitting over.  The moon in her first 

quarter, in the fore part of the night, setting over the bare rocky hills, 
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garnished with tall, charred, and hollow stumps or shells of trees, served to 

reveal the desolation.  (261) 

It is a bleak scene, “wild and desolate” and characterized by the Gothic set pieces of the 

“moon,” “bare rocky hills,” and “stumps or shells of trees” that are “charred, and 

hollow.”  Such imagery is an example of what scholar Chitra Pershad Reddin calls “an 

elaborately orchestrated symphony of symbols” often found in Gothic fiction (Reddin 

187).  As she describes this kind of scene, “[p]its and precipices, darkling woods, 

cataclysmic storms, trees scathed by lightning, winding and intricate paths, all 

enshrouded in the darkest night, become potent metaphors of the human condition” 

(Reddin 187-88).  Even though Thoreau often tries to vanquish fears of the dark and to 

make moonlit nights a romanticized setting, he cannot help but admit here the reality that 

this landscape has seemingly swallowed up his friend, and it is precisely because of the 

intense darkness that he cannot continue his search. 

 As events in the essay turn out, all the worrying was for nothing.  Thoreau finds 

his friend the following morning relaxed and “smoking his pipe,” having “passed a pretty 

comfortable night, though it was rather cold” (Maine 262).  Balance is restored, and 

Thoreau and his companions continue on their journey relatively unscathed.  Yet in this 

scene Thoreau has tapped into something important.  Yi-Fu Tuan, in Landscapes of Fear, 

explains that the fear of being lost is one that crosses cultural boundaries.  Children in 

most cultures learn this fear instinctively, he argues, and it is so widespread that we “may 

safely assume that the fear of disorientation—of getting lost—is universal” (Tuan 21).  

Indeed, fear of disorientation is among our oldest human fears, and it lies behind our 
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human drive to map, to name, to blaze trails, pave roads, and erect landmarks.  Thoreau 

might argue that there is something intellectual or spiritual to be gained from becoming 

lost, but try as he might he cannot erase the terror that such an experience can create.  

 

*   *   * 
  

But becoming lost is not Thoreau’s only anxiety about the natural world.  Long 

before the Allagash trip, but still several years after “A Walk to Wachusett,” in 1846 

Thoreau made his first venture into the Maine backcountry.8  He brought along a number 

of companions, including his cousin George Thatcher, and they unsuccessfully tried to 

hire two Penobscot guides (who later never reported for duty).  Their goal was to travel to 

Mount Katahdin and climb its summit and thus to experience firsthand the Maine 

wilderness.  As with many of his experiences, this now famous excursion to Maine was 

first recorded by Thoreau in his journal.  He later revised it into essay form for 

publication, and in 1848 it was published serially in the Union Magazine under the title 

“Ktaadn.”9  Thoreau himself made further revisions and intended for the essay to be 

included in a future collection that would become The Maine Woods. 

 “Ktaadn” is well known among Thoreau scholars because of the marked contrast 

between its descriptions of the Maine wilderness and the benign and relatively tame 

descriptions of the landscape surrounding Concord and Walden Pond found in his other 

writing.  The route the travelers take through the woods to Katahdin brings Thoreau into 

contact with a landscape that is wild and remote, still largely unsettled and uncultivated, 

and its ruggedness and isolation is at first disarming to him.  Indeed, critics have had 
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much to say about “Ktaadn,” and as I illustrate later, they seldom agree on how best to 

interpret several key events and passages in the essay.  But the tensions and uncertainties 

that create such scholarly confusion, I argue, make more sense when seen as examples of 

the literary Gothic mode.   

Setting off on the road to Katahdin, Thoreau encounters a labyrinthine natural 

world that he often describes in Gothic terms.  The image of an open road contrasted with 

the enveloping wilderness that surrounds it persists throughout the essay.  “The beauty of 

the road itself was remarkable,” Thoreau writes, “while it was but a step on either hand to 

the grim untrodden wilderness, whose tangled labyrinth of living, fallen, and decaying 

trees,—only the deer and moose, the bear and wolf, can easily penetrate” (Maine 11).  

Here the road is beautiful, but the surrounding natural world is a “grim” and “tangled 

labyrinth” only navigable by resident animals.  And the line between these two regions is 

a thin one; the distance from “beauty” to the wilderness is only “but a step” away.   

Thoreau’s language here also echoes those words of William Bradford, who two 

centuries earlier had written about the “hideous and desolate wilderness” characterized by 

“a wild and savage hue” (Bradford 70).  Moreover, Thoreau’s sense of aloneness and 

discovery is profound, enough to make him comment that “[o]n either hand [of the road], 

and beyond, was a wholly uninhabited wilderness, stretching to Canada.  Neither horse 

nor cow, nor vehicle of any kind, had ever passed over this ground” (Maine 16).  This is a 

land isolated from humankind, he would have us believe, and Thoreau thus becomes a 

sort of first explorer.  Of course, he knew quite well that such a conception was false; 

Thoreau understood that his imagined wilderness had long been peopled by various 
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American Indian tribes—in fact, he tried to hire Penobscot guides for this trip.  Indeed, 

the essay repeatedly suggests that in spite of such claims of uninhabitedness, the marks of 

humankind (Native and non-Native alike) are to be found everywhere.  Still, Thoreau’s 

images of an untouched country resonate with feelings of uncertainty about the 

unknown—much like his Puritan forbears—and they encourage the mind to wonder—as 

Bradford did—what might lie hidden within the depths of the wilderness. 

These Gothic-inflected imaginings of the “grim” wilderness at times give way to 

descriptions of the landscape itself as a living force, reminiscent of the willful and 

oppressive natural world that Edgar Huntly had encountered in eastern Pennsylvania.  For 

example, while helping his crew maneuver their batteau over some treacherous rapids at 

Passamagamet Falls, Thoreau writes that “[t]o add to the danger, the poles are liable at 

any time to be caught between the rocks, and wrenched out of their hands, leaving them 

at the mercy of the rapids—the rocks, as it were, lying in wait, like so many alligators, to 

catch them in their teeth, and jerk them from your hands, before you have stolen an 

effectual shove against their palates” (Maine 49).  This rocks-as-alligators comparison 

makes for a vivid, colorful simile that conveys the danger inherent in navigating this 

river, but it also suggests a perceived agency in the natural world itself—and an agency 

that isn’t necessarily kind.  Thoreau never suggests that the woods, rocks, or rivers take 

on any malicious intention the way they do in Edgar Huntly, but the question remains: if 

the rocks can “catch” and “jerk,” what else might this landscape be capable of?10   

Elsewhere in “Ktaadn,” Thoreau returns to the Gothic mode when he sees fit to 

offer readers “some idea of a night in the woods,” and to do so, he describes a nighttime 
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setting near North Twin Lake, as his group moves toward the mountain (Maine 41).  

Importantly, as he presents them, these scenes too are filled with Gothic imagery.  

Paddling along the river, to Thoreau the “shores seemed at an indefinite distance in the 

moonlight.  Occasionally we paused in our singing and rested on our oars, while we 

listened to hear if the wolves howled, for this is a common serenade, and my companions 

affirmed that it was the most dismal and unearthly of sounds” (Maine 38).  Try as they 

might, however, they hear none of the “dismal” or “unearthly” sounds of the wolves.  

Instead, “only some utterly uncivilized, big-throated owl hooted loud and dismally in the 

drear and boughy wilderness, plainly not nervous about his solitary life, nor afraid to hear 

the echoes of his voice there” (38).  The implication, of course, is that by contrast 

Thoreau is nervous about a solitary life—or at least that he imagines that a solitary life in 

those woods would make him nervous.  He never articulates precisely what he has to be 

nervous about, but he does offer a hint.  As he ponders these ideas he feels an eerie 

sensation of being watched: “We remembered also that possibly moose were silently 

watching us from the distant coves, or some surly bear” (38).11  Furthermore, the owl 

might seem less significant until one recalls Thoreau’s later description, in Walden, of 

owls as “[w]ise midnight hags” whose hooting creates “the most melancholy sound in 

Nature,” not unlike the “dying moans of a human being” (Walden 124, 125).  For 

Thoreau, owls “are the spirits, the low spirits and melancholy forebodings, of fallen souls 

that once in human shape night-walked the earth and did the deeds of darkness, now 

expiating their sins with their wailing hymns or threnodies in the scenery of their 

transgressions,” and “they represent the stark twilight and unsatisfied thoughts which all 
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have” (Walden 124, 125).12  Between this symbolism of the owl and the imagined 

presence of a “surly bear,” clearly the fear is that his brute neighbors here in the Maine 

woods might be harbingers of death.  More importantly, those “low spirits . . . of fallen 

souls that once in human shape night-walked the earth” recall his earlier observations in 

“A Walk to Wachusett” about the “dusky deeds” of his ancestors in “the dark age of New 

England.” 

Thoreau goes on to describe details of setting up camp that night, and in so doing 

he suggests that the nighttime itself is conducive to perceptions strange and unusual.  For 

example, after going to sleep he notes that “[i]t was interesting, when awakened at 

midnight, to watch the grotesque and fiendlike forms and motions of some one of the 

party, who, not being able to sleep, had got up silently to arouse the fire, and add fresh 

fuel, for a change; now stealthily lugging a dead tree from out of the dark, and heaving it 

on, now stirring up the embers with his fork, or tiptoeing about to observe the stars, 

watched, perchance, by half the prostrate party in breathless silence; so much the more 

intense because they were awake, while each supposed his neighbor sound asleep” 

(Maine 40).  Something about the midnight setting and the campfire glow transforms his 

companions into “grotesque and fiendlike forms,” and the frame of mind this puts him in 

allows for Thoreau’s own flights of fancy.  “Thus aroused,” he writes, “I too brought 

fresh fuel to the fire, and then rambled along the sandy shore in the moonlight, hoping to 

meet a moose come down to drink, or else a wolf. . . . the glassy smoothness of the 

sleeping lake, laving the shores of a new world, with the dark, fantastic rocks rising here 

and there from its surface, made a scene not easily described” (40).  Imagining himself on 
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the “shores of a new world”—and repeating the first explorer figure of speech from 

before—Thoreau sees the landscape transformed by the “moonlight” into “dark, fantastic 

rocks” which he struggles to describe. 

This camp scene does not, of course, reveal a Thoreau who is afraid of the woods, 

or one prone to the irrational terror that often permeates Gothic fiction.  Thoreau is no 

Edgar Huntly.  But the scene does suggest a heightened sense of an ineffable strangeness 

in the world, and his emphasis on moonlight, midnight, and descriptors such as 

“grotesque” and “fiendlike” and “fantastic” all point toward the language found in the 

Gothic novels of the preceding half century.  Certainly Thoreau does his best to depict his 

travels to Katahdin in this essay in measured and careful observations, as a chronicler 

recording objectively his impressions of the surroundings.  But at midnight moments 

such as this one, when the scene is illuminated in the half-light of the moon, Thoreau 

seems just as willing to acknowledge a little nervousness about his proximity to the wild.  

If the claustrophobic darkness and obscurity of the wilderness and the imagined 

threats posed by various animals suggested terror in the Maine wilderness, it is the actual 

hunting of moose that reveals to Thoreau its horrors.  Moose play an important role in all 

three essays of The Maine Woods, but only during Thoreau’s second excursion, as 

recorded in his essay “Chesuncook” (published first in the Atlantic Monthly in 1858), 

does he finally have the chance to witness an actual moose hunt.  In his own words, 

Thoreau travels “as reporter or chaplain to the hunters,” but he himself “felt some 

compunctions” about the hunt (Maine 99).  Nevertheless, he is eager to join the other 

men and learn what he can about hunting in the woods.  His guide is Joe Aitteon, son of 
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the Penobscot Governor, and it is Joe who successfully kills a moose.  When that 

happens—despite Thoreau’s eagerness to be schooled in the ways of wilderness life—he 

is ultimately horrified and haunted by the experience. 

For the most part, Thoreau presents his account of the Chesuncook moose-hunting 

trip as an objective narrative of events.  But after a lengthy series of factual, journalistic 

observations about moose size and habits, he offers a surprisingly candid observation: 

“The moose is singularly grotesque and awkward to look at,” he says (Maine 115).  And 

when he moves close to the recently-killed carcass just as Joe begins the “tragical 

business” of skinning it, the violence of the scene astonishes him.  He is appalled “to see 

that still warm and palpitating body pierced with a knife, to see the warm milk stream 

from the rent udder, and the ghastly naked red carcass appearing from within its seemly 

robe” (115).13  Faced with the reality of the hunt and its brutal consequences for the 

moose, Thoreau quickly decides he is done with moose hunting.  Certainly he takes 

offense at what he sees as “this hunting of the moose merely for the satisfaction of killing 

him” (even though his Penobscot guides do eat the moose meat and keep its hide), but his 

graphic description suggests that he was at least equally disturbed by the skinning and 

gutting (119).  One might even think that he saw something human in the slaughtered 

moose, in the way he describes it possessing a “seemly robe.”  Later in the essay, when 

he watches the hunters smoke the moose meat to preserve it, he recalls Theodore de Bry’s 

sixteenth-century engravings that show human flesh being similarly roasted and dried by 

Native Americans.  Clearly, cannibalism was on Thoreau’s mind.  He might write about 

it in a way that suggests only a titillating interest, but his descriptions belie a deeper 
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unease about the proximity of such savage behavior as cannibalism and the wanton 

slaughter of “God’s own horses,” the moose (Maine 119). 

Indeed, the violence of the hunt, even though Thoreau never took a direct part in 

it, haunts him that evening as they return to camp, and he describes himself possessing a 

Gothic haunted conscience.  The previously impenetrable woods are described in orderly 

architectural terms, but such a calming vision falters at his first thought of moose.  

Thoreau sets the stage by repeatedly emphasizing the moonlight, and while floating on 

the river back to their campground, the “splendid moonlight night” puts him in a 

seemingly altered state of mind: “[I] found it difficult to realize where I was. . . . Being in 

this dreamy state, which the moonlight enhanced, I did not clearly discern the shore, but 

seemed, most of the time, to be floating through ornamental grounds, for I associated the 

fir tops with such scenes” (Maine 118).  Dozing in and out of sleep, he witnesses the trees 

turn into “porticos and columns, cornices and facades, verandas and churches” and 

dreams “of that architecture and the nobility that dwelt behind and might issue from it” 

(118).  The forest has become a city of noble architecture in Thoreau’s moonlight-

induced trance, but the illusion is shattered when Joe’s moose call breaks the silence and 

he readies “to hear a furious moose come rushing and crashing through the forest” (118).  

Of course, no moose comes, but the thought clearly makes Thoreau uneasy. 

Then, back at the campground, Thoreau’s Gothic imagery becomes even more 

overt.  He stays behind while his companions continue to hunt for more moose.  And 

while he tries to occupy his mind with mundane activities, he cannot shake free of the 

“afternoon’s tragedy” (119).  He writes that 
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about nine o’clock of this bright moonlight night, I kindled a fire, when 

they were gone, and sitting on the fir-twigs, within sound of the falls, 

examined by its light the botanical specimens which I had collected that 

afternoon, and wrote down some of the reflections which I have here 

expanded; or I walked along the shore and gazed up the stream, where the 

whole space above the falls was filled with mellow light.  As I sat before 

the fire on my fir twig seat, without walls above or around me, I 

remembered how far on every hand that wilderness stretched, before you 

came to cleared or cultivated fields, and wondered if any bear or moose 

was watching the light of my fire, for nature looked sternly upon me on 

account of the murder of the moose.  (Maine 120-21) 

Again, by the light of the moon his thoughts turn to the unnervingly large expanse of 

wilderness that surrounds him, and he feels an acute sense of isolation.  And once more 

he thinks of the denizens of the forest that might be lurking beyond the light of the 

campfire and posing unarticulated threats.  Thoreau spends a lot of time making his own 

observations of his “brute neighbors” at Walden, but the thought of them watching him is 

unnerving.  More importantly, here, in this state of isolation, the killing of the moose has 

now turned into a “murder” for which “nature look[s] sternly upon” him.  Thoreau never 

took part in this killing, but somehow he bears the burden of it in such a way that the guilt 

weighs on him like the primal crimes that propel the plots of Gothic novels such as The 

Castle of Otranto or The Monk.  Moreover, his haunted conscience forces him to envision 

“nature” not as a means of spiritual transcendence, but rather as a potentially vengeful 
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entity.  In place of a natural world that symbolizes spiritual fact, here he imagines that 

nature looks upon him angrily. 

 Murders in the woods, thoughts of cannibalism, a labyrinthine landscape only 

partially revealed in the half-light of the moon, demonic owls and dangerous moose and 

bears—these essentially Gothic trappings point towards something sinister about the 

natural world as Thoreau imagines it.  And indeed, in another passage from “Ktaadn,” 

Thoreau suggests that those unknown stretches of the Maine woods might conceal even 

stranger and darker things.  “This is what you might call a bran new country,” he writes; 

“the only roads were of Nature’s making, and the few houses were camps.  Here, then, 

one could no longer accuse institutions and society, but must front the true source of evil” 

(Maine 16).  It may seem out of place for Thoreau to mention evil—a word he uses very 

infrequently—and critics disagree as to what Thoreau precisely means here.  In fact, 

Ronald Wesley Hoag considers this to be one of the most misunderstood and 

misinterpreted passages in the entire Thoreau canon.  As he sees it, the problem is that 

many readers misread Thoreau as suggesting that “Nature” itself must be the source of 

evil: after stripping away “institutions and society,” the only things that remain are either 

Nature or the self—one of which must be the locus of evil.  Hoag argues that for 

Thoreau, “man” is the source of evil.  But even if his reading is correct, Hoag himself 

acknowledges that there might be something present in Nature that can enable evil.  

Claiming “the inherent evil that Thoreau discovers in the wilds of Maine is not inherent 

in nature, but in man,” Hoag continues by noting that “[a]lthough he knows that 
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civilization often subdues the best part of a man, the Thoreau of ‘Ktaadn’ has also learned 

that the wilderness generally brings out the worst” (25). 

I generally agree with Hoag.  To think that Thoreau sees nature as the source of 

evil would be to misread him.  But at the same time, these Gothic episodes evoke a 

wilderness not unlike that seen in seventeenth-century Puritan texts, as well as Charles 

Brockden Brown’s vision of nature in Edgar Huntly.  That is, immersion in the 

unmediated natural world has the potential to bring out “the worst” in mankind, to use 

Hoag’s phrase.  Whether or not one can assign “evil” to these thoughts and behaviors is 

another question.  But repeatedly in his writing, Thoreau’s predominantly Transcendental 

view of nature is subverted by instances that contain echoes of older fears of nature that 

such a view makes no room for, and when he writes about those instances he usually uses 

the language and imagery of the literary Gothic. 

 

*   *   * 

The central image of the essay “Ktaadn” is Mount Katahdin itself, and it is around 

this mountain that the essay’s narrative revolves.  Importantly, Thoreau continuously 

establishes Mount Katahdin, which remains obscured by clouds and overcast skies for 

most of their journey, as a Gothicized edifice looming over the landscape below.  The 

travelers’ first view of the mountain is only a “partial view,” with “its summit veiled in 

clouds, like a dark isthmus in that quarter, connecting the heavens with the earth” (Maine 

33).  Later, a similar sense of “darkness” is evoked again when Thoreau explains that the 

“the night shut down at last, not a little deepened by the dark side of Ktaadn, which, like 
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a permanent shadow, reared itself from the eastern bank” (54).  Thoreau once more 

repeats this image of a “dark side” a few pages later, when he describes a dream he has 

while camping.  The dream is about trout fishing, and in it he imagines that the fish, “like 

flying fish, sped swiftly through the moonlight air, describing bright arcs on the dark side 

of Ktaadn, until moonlight, now fading into daylight, brought satiety to my mind” (55).  

This passage anticipates the later “fishing in the sky” episode in Walden, in which 

Thoreau casts his line into the sky to catch “two fishes as it were with one hook” (Walden 

175).  In both, he links his Transcendental vision of nature with darkness and nighttime.  

And in all of these descriptions in “Ktaadn,” it is significant that the mountain always 

creates a sense of shadowy foreboding.  Cloaked in obscurity, the mountain seems to hide 

itself from Thoreau’s prying eyes.  Nature seems to close in, to conceal.  Only when he 

actually ascends Katahdin is he able to experience the mountain firsthand—and that 

experience affects him profoundly. 

By far the most famous section of “Ktaadn” is Thoreau’s description of his two 

solo ascents and his subsequent return to the Burnt Lands near the summit.  Much has 

been written about the way Thoreau describes his experiences on the mountain, and the 

exact nature of those experiences, as suggested previously, remain hotly contested.  On 

his first ascent, when his “companions were seeking a suitable spot” for camp, Thoreau 

decides to take advantage of the last of the daylight and heads up the mountain, stopping 

just short of the summit (Maine 62).  The following morning, after breakfast, the entire 

party begins to climb, but Thoreau again leaves them behind to climb alone.  Once more 

he stops before the top, and then rejoins his companions “on the side of the peak”; from 



  161 

there they cross the “Burnt Lands” and eventually begin their return home (66).14  The 

details of their route are simple, but Thoreau’s account of the mountain is far more 

complicated. 

On one level, the mountain seems to encourage Thoreau to discard his 

journalistic, fact-oriented mode of writing so that he can create a sense of a more 

timeless, mythological landscape.  For example, as he moves toward the peak the first 

time, he describes his progress in terms of Milton’s Paradise Lost, casting himself as the 

hero: “I began to work my way, scarcely less arduous than Satan’s anciently through 

Chaos, up the nearest, though not highest peak,” he explains (Maine 60).  Clearly there is 

a sense of Thoreau moving into a different realm than that which he traveled in before, a 

place out of normal space and time—“a dark isthmus . . . connecting the heavens with the 

earth,” as he previously called it.  The landscape here is “old as the flood,” and he 

encounters “a dark and cavernous region . . . certainly the most treacherous and porous 

country [he] ever travelled” (60, 61).  Earlier the wilderness of the Maine forest appeared 

ominously closed-in, brimming with vague threats, but on the mountain those gloomy 

aspects of the natural world are laid bare.  On his second ascent, Thoreau finds himself 

“deep within the hostile ranks of clouds, and all objects were obscured by them” (63).  

And there, in this willfully hostile setting, he confronts a landscape that almost defies his 

descriptive powers. 

Occasionally, when the windy columns broke in to me, I caught sight of a 

dark, damp crag to the right or left; the mist driving ceaselessly between it 

and me.  It reminded me of the creations of the old epic and dramatic 
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poets, of Atlas, Vulcan, the Cyclops, and Prometheus.  Such was Caucasus 

and the rock where Prometheus was bound.  Æschylus had no doubt 

visited such scenery as this.  It was vast, Titanic, and such as man never 

inhabits. . . . Vast, Titanic, inhuman nature has got [the beholder of nature] 

at disadvantage, caught him alone, and pilfers him of some of his divine 

faculty.  She does not smile on him as in the plains.  She seems to say 

sternly, why came ye here before your time?  This ground is not prepared 

for you.  Is it not enough that I smile in the valleys?  I have never made 

this soil for thy feet, this air for thy breathing, these rocks for thy 

neighbors.  I cannot pity nor fondle thee here, but forever relentlessly 

drive thee hence to where I am kind.  (Maine 64) 

This, then, is a mythological landscape, akin to the regions inhabited by the Greek deities 

of the ancient poets.  Thoreau is no longer the natural historian or scientific observer, but 

rather a poet struggling to find words adequate to describe his sensations.  He discovers 

himself in a place like that where Prometheus was punished by the gods for his 

transgressions, and Thoreau thereby forces readers to wonder if somehow his ascent of 

the mountain is a similar crime.  And importantly, he indicates here his discovery of an 

aspect of nature that is not kind.  Nature, as Thoreau acknowledges it, favors humans in 

some places more than others—she “smiles” on humankind in the “plains,” but on the 

mountains she offers only a frown.  And even more startling, nature possesses an agency 

that intends to drive Thoreau “hence to where [she is] kind.” 



  163 

 But Thoreau persists, and while in the company of his fellow travelers, he reaches 

an epiphany that calls into question his very relationship to nature.  This most famous, 

climactic, and controversial section deserves to be reprinted in full.  Confronted by 

Katahdin, Thoreau writes: 

Perhaps I most fully realized that this was primeval, untamed, and forever 

untamable Nature, or whatever else men call it, while coming down this 

part of the mountain.  We were passing over “Burnt Lands,” burnt by 

lightning, perchance, . . . exceedingly wild and desolate, with occasional 

strips of timber crossing them, and low poplars springing up, and patches 

of blueberries here and there.  I found myself traversing them familiarly, 

like some pasture run to waste, or partially reclaimed by man; but when I 

reflected what man, what brother or sister or kinsman of our race made it 

and claimed it, I expected the proprietor to rise up and dispute my passage.  

It is difficult to conceive of a region uninhabited by man.  We habitually 

presume his presence and influence everywhere.  And yet we have not 

seen pure Nature, unless we have seen her thus vast, and drear, and 

inhuman, though in the midst of cities.  Nature was here something savage 

and awful, though beautiful.  I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to 

see what the Powers had made there, the form and fashion and material of 

their work.  This was that Earth of which we had heard, made out of 

Chaos and Old Night.  Here was no man’s garden, but the unhandselled 

globe.  It was not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland, nor lea, nor 
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arable, nor waste-land.  It was the fresh and natural surface of the planet 

Earth, as it was made forever and ever,—to be the dwelling of man, we 

say,—so Nature made it, and man may use it if he can.  Man was not to be 

associated with it.  It was Matter, vast, terrific,—not his Mother Earth that 

we have heard of, not for him to tread on, or be buried in,—no, it were 

being too familiar even to let his bones lie there,—the home this of 

Necessity and Fate.  There was there felt the presence of a force not bound 

to be kind to man.  It was a place for heathenism and superstitious rites,—

to be inhabited by men nearer of kin to the rocks and to the wild animals 

than we.  We walked over it with a certain awe, stopping from time to 

time to pick the blueberries which grew there, and had a smart and spicy 

taste.  Perchance where our wild pines stand, and leaves lie on their forest 

floor in Concord, there were once reapers, and husbandmen planted grain; 

but here not even the surface had been scarred by man, but it was a 

specimen of what God saw fit to make this world.  What is it to be 

admitted to a museum, to see a myriad of particular things, compared with 

being shown some star’s surface, some hard matter in its home!  I stand in 

awe of my body, this matter to which I am bound has become strange to 

me.  I fear not spirits, ghosts, of which I am one,—that my body might,—

but I fear bodies, I tremble to meet them.  What is this Titan that has 

possession of me?  Talk of mysteries!—Think of our life in nature,—daily 

to be shown matter, to come in contact with it,—rocks, trees, wind on our 
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cheeks!  the solid earth!  the actual world!  the common sense!  Contact!  

Contact!  Who are we?  where are we?” (69-71) 

For obvious reasons, this astonishing sequence has elicited a multitude of reactions from 

Thoreau’s readers, and scholars have disagreed about how to read it.  Many early critics 

see these passages about Katahdin’s summit as essentially terrifying and damaging to 

Thoreau.  For example, Lauriat Lane, Jr., reads those experiences as “devastating,” to the 

point that they might “disrupt the experience of nature he had at Walden” (Lane 188).15  

Lewis Leary sees in “Ktaadn” what he calls “a thread of warning which charges the 

people who read it not to adventure too far, not to scramble too high toward immensities 

so stark and dreadful that domestic man must retreat from them in terror” (Leary 73).  

Adams and Ross, in Revising Mythologies, argue that after the “traumatic climb to the 

summit, Thoreau’s narrative persona realizes with a shock that nature may well have the 

ultimate control, but such control is not comforting and benign—it is frightening” 

(Adams and Ross 65).  And James McIntosh locates a “hidden, dark power of nature” in 

the mountain, contending that while near the summit, Thoreau’s “relation to nature is . . . 

temporarily unbalanced, though part of the significance [of the essay] . . . is that he 

recovers his romantic balance” (McIntosh 179).  All of these critics are correct, in that 

they note the importance of Thoreau’s fear on the mountain. 

Coming at the essay from a different angle, Ronald Wesley Hoag claims that the 

Katahdin experience actually supports a Transcendentalist ideology, that “Thoreau is not 

undermined by his encounter with wild nature on Mount Katahdin.  On the contrary, he is 

overwhelmed by it” (Hoag 33).  Furthermore, Hoag suggests that “[t]he Katahdin 
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experience comports well with Thoreau’s personal brand of transcendentalism, 

confirming his belief in a nature so full of meaning that one might spend a lifetime 

seeking—and finding—it, without ever exhausting the supply” (Hoag 33).  J. Parker 

Huber, in his literary guidebook to Thoreau’s Maine woods, goes further in yet another 

direction, observing that the “alpine atmosphere . . . was a hostile, threatening, even 

repugnant environment” (147).  Nevertheless, Huber claims, “This encounter . . . did not 

diminish the saunterer’s passion for nature and mountains.  His attachment deepened” 

(147).  Still more, even those critics approaching the essay from an ostensibly ecocritical 

angle disagree on some particulars.  In Pilgrims to the Wild, John P. O’Grady asserts that 

“the tone . . . is not one of ‘terror’ but of awe,” and that “the loss of self is a terrifying 

experience, no doubt, but it is a necessary terror, a prelude to enlightenment” (O’Grady, 

Pilgrims 39, 41).   Similarly, Ian Marshall can’t understand “how anybody can read that 

[passage] and hear anything other than ecstasy,” and he claims that if there is terror in the 

passage, it is sublime and thus “the terror that excites” (Marshall 230).   

What to make of such widespread critical variation?  I agree with both O’Grady 

and Marshall, reading Thoreau’s descriptions about his experiences on the slopes and 

terraces of Katahdin as a combination of ecstasy and awe.  But as those scholars both 

admit and downplay at the same time, Thoreau’s experience was one mixed with fear.  In 

fact, that might be the only thing that all these scholars agree on: on Katahdin, Thoreau 

describes himself as being frightened.  Yes, he was likely invoking the aesthetics of the 

sublime, but that doesn’t account for all of it: one of the key elements of the sublime is 

that the terror, the awe, is experienced from a safe distance, thus making the terror and 
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awe pleasurable.16  But on Katahdin Thoreau is not at a safe distance.  His fear and awe 

arise precisely because he has made “Contact!” with the sublime landscape, and he finds 

himself too close to the land of gods and Titans for comfort.   

Importantly, and here too I agree with many other critics, this “Contact!” forces 

Thoreau to recognize on Katahdin that he possesses a physical, corporeal body—one 

made of matter and beholden to natural processes.  “I stand in awe of my body,” he 

proclaims, “this matter to which I am bound has become so strange to me.”  The fear he 

faces comes not from any typical Gothic monsters—“I fear not spirits, ghosts,” he says—

but rather from his very body itself.  He realizes that he is captive to the material world, 

as much a part of the “hard matter” as everything around him, and any division of human 

and nature utterly breaks down in this scene.  As O’Grady and Howarth concur, for 

Thoreau this is an unsettling prospect.  His realization of this bodily, natural, and even 

animal self produces the anxiety in this passage.  Simply put, Thoreau is awed and 

frightened by the materiality of his body. 

Thus when he encounters nature in this form, it suggests a different relationship 

between humans and nature than he had previously imagined.   John Tallmadge has 

argued that the “Contact!” passage “opens up new artistic ground for a writer who has 

discovered that Wordsworthian nature writing cannot be transported to North America” 

(146).  Instead, Tallmadge claims, what Thoreau discovers is that “[n]o longer merely 

hostile, [nature] has become alien and indifferent, a much more disturbing condition” 

(Tallmadge 145).  Indeed, Katahdin certainly presents to Thoreau an uncultivated, 

inhospitable landscape—“not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor woodland, nor lea, nor 



  168 

arable.”   In its place he finds “the fresh and natural surface of the planet Earth, . . . so 

Nature made it, and man may use it if he can.”  If he can is the operative phrase here, and 

as the rest of the passage bears out, there is nothing to suggest that Nature cares if “man” 

is able to make use of “the planet Earth.”  This profound indifference he senses in nature 

effectually thwarts the notion of a “sweet and beneficent society in Nature” that 

permeates so much of his writing most of the time (Walden 132).  Here on Katahdin, 

“Man was not to be associated with [Nature].  It was Matter, vast, terrific,—not his 

Mother Earth that we have heard of, not for him to tread on, or be buried in.”  Thoreau’s 

terror comes from his realization that he might be merely one body in a universe filled by 

an infinite collection of objects—objects whose ultimate otherness arises from their raw 

materiality.  Matter here is not a means to transcendent spiritual truths; instead, matter is 

simply matter. 

 In pointing out Thoreau’s fears and anxieties on the mountain, I don’t mean to 

suggest that he then flees in a cowardly fashion, that he is forced in any way to retreat to 

his pastoral life at the pond, or that he relinquishes his Transcendentalist ideals.  There is 

no real evidence to suggest such a flight.  In fact, to the contrary, Thoreau offers a 

beautiful image of calm and ease on those Burnt Lands, describing that his group 

“walked over it with a certain awe, stopping from time to time to pick the blueberries 

which grew there, and had a smart and spicy taste.”  They don’t run, but instead spend 

time in this alpine meadow.  Sauntering through the blueberry patches, he appears 

simultaneously at home and not at home.  The epiphanic moment reveals to Thoreau that 

he is fundamentally a part of this “Matter, vast, terrific” at the same time that he realizes 
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he could never be home there, thus both one with and completely alien to “Nature.”  

Thoreau is not permanently unsettled by the experience, but nevertheless he is unsettled.  

On the mountain, in this seemingly timeless and mythic region he has created, he stands 

on the threshold between several different belief systems—the very sort of threshold that 

Roger Salomon claims is central to Gothic fiction (9). 

Standing on this Gothic frontier, then, Thoreau seems to understand that as a 

place, a locale, this is a region for older and other ways of thinking.  “It was a place for 

heathenism and superstitious rites,” he writes, “to be inhabited by men nearer of kin to 

the rocks and to the wild animals than we.”  That is, the landscape calls forth a belief 

system based on superstition and heathenism; an empirical, scientific perspective won’t 

work here.  Previously, he had written that the “tops of mountains are among the 

unfinished parts of the globe, whither it is a slight insult to the gods to climb and pry into 

their secrets, and try their effect on our humanity” (Maine 65).  And in the current 

passage, he suggests that modern, nineteenth-century ways of knowing won’t suffice, 

even if he wished to “pry into their secrets.”  Similarly, if the mountaintops are 

inhabitable only by those “nearer of kin to the rocks and to the wild animals,” then it is 

no wonder that, near the summit of Katahdin, Thoreau is confronted by the physicality of 

his body.  It is that very body, and all of its processes, that makes him kin to “wild 

animals.”  Thoreau spends a good deal of time writing about higher laws and ways of 

transcending the physical world, but on the mountain, his moment of epiphany is the 

exact opposite of transcendence: he doesn’t rise above, but rather makes “Contact!” with 
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real matter, with nature.17  Such an experience indicates the contingency of his 

Transcendental philosophy. 

 

*   *   * 

The conflict of ideologies that pervades his experience on Katahdin—and which 

lies beneath many of the Gothic moments within his texts—is finally made clear in one of 

the most peculiar passages of The Maine Woods, from the final essay “Allegash and East 

Branch.”  In it, Thoreau presents a scene that highlights the clash between different ways 

of seeing the natural world.  Camping lakeside near Mount Kineo, “after midnight” when 

it is “perfectly dark,” he discovers “a perfectly regular elliptical ring of light” near the 

campfire (Maine 179).  This unusual object “was fully as bright as the fire, but not 

reddish or scarlet like a coal, but a white and slumbering light, like the glowworm’s,” and 

Thoreau “could tell it from the fire only by its whiteness.  [He] saw at once that it must be 

phosphorescent wood, which [he] had so often heard of, but never chanced to see” (179).  

In his presentation of the experience, Thoreau moves from a moment of wonder at the 

unknown to an observation of an easily explainable natural occurrence.  But somehow 

this explanation isn’t enough for him, and he further provides a number of fascinating 

comments that get at the heart of his perceptions of the natural world.  He continues, 

I was exceedingly interested by this phenomenon, and already felt 

paid for my journey.  It could hardly have thrilled me more if it had taken 

the form of letters, or of the human face.  If I had met with this ring of 

light while groping in this forest alone, away from any fire, I should have 



  171 

been still more surprised.  I little thought that there was such a light 

shining in the darkness of the wilderness for me. 

The next day the Indian told me their name for this light,—

Artoosoqu’,—and on my inquiring concerning the will-o’-the-wisp, and 

the like phenomena, he said that his “folks” sometimes saw fires passing 

along at various heights, even as high as the trees, and making a noise.  I 

was prepared after this to hear of the most startling and unimagined 

phenomena witnessed by “his folks,” they are abroad at all hours in 

seasons so unfrequented by white men.  Nature must have made a 

thousand revelations to them which are still secrets to us.  (Maine 181) 

Here Thoreau is fascinated by the unearthly light of the phosphorescent wood, and he is 

equally intrigued by the Penobscots’ knowledge of it.  Moments later, Thoreau offers 

further explanation for his pointed interest in this phenomenon.  Clearly, the 

phosphorescent wood suggests to him that there are multiple ways of looking at nature.  

He writes,  

I did not regret my not having seen this [phosphorescent wood] before, 

since I now saw it under circumstances so favorable.  I was in just the 

frame of mind to see something wonderful, and this was a phenomenon 

adequate to my circumstances and expectation, and it put me on the alert 

to see more like it.  I exulted like “a pagan suckled in a creed” that had 

never been worn at all, but was bran new, and adequate to the occasion.  I 

let science slide, and rejoiced in that light as if it had been a fellow-
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creature.  I saw that it was excellent, and was very glad to know that it was 

so cheap.  A scientific explanation, as it is called, would have been 

altogether out of place there.  That is for pale daylight.  Science with its 

retorts would have put me to sleep; it was the opportunity to be ignorant 

that I improved.  It suggested to me that there was something to be seen if 

one had eyes.  It made a believer of me more than before.  I believed that 

the woods were not tenantless, but choke-full of honest spirits as good as 

myself any day,—not an empty chamber, in which chemistry was left to 

work alone, but an inhabited house,—and for a few moments I enjoyed 

fellowship with them.  (Maine 181) 

What is so intriguing is Thoreau’s honesty about his choice of perceptual methods.  That 

is, he decides to “let science slide” and, invoking Wordsworth in the process, chooses a 

more “pagan,” pantheistic perspective.18 

 What he discovers, then, is a forest that is “choke-full of honest spirits.”  

Certainly in Walden and in many of his other texts Thoreau acknowledges a “society” in 

nature, but usually he means something more akin to an understanding of the shared 

habitats of humans, animals, and plants.  This passage about the phosphorescent wood 

indicates no such scientific view of ecological interdependence.  Rather, he is talking 

about a worldview that includes will-o’-the-wisps and other “startling and unimagined 

phenomena” that nature reveals only to some.  He doesn’t articulate exactly what this 

worldview is, but his description suggests older, more animistic belief systems—the 

remnants of which the Puritans brought with them to the New World, and which had 
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begun to be displaced over the previous century by the rise of Enlightenment science.  

And in an interesting inversion of his usual contrast between light and dark, day and 

night, Thoreau suggests that he actually favors the dark: science, and its objective, 

rational explanations, is “for pale daylight.”  Such scientific explanations offer an 

illumination that is cast aside willingly here, and he deliberately links the older ways of 

knowing with darkness and nighttime—again recalling the “dark age of New England.” 

 Many American authors in the first half of the nineteenth century, Thoreau 

included, responded to the scientific revolution of the eighteenth century in part by 

looking backward in time to a conception of the universe as an organic, living entity.  

Laura Dassow Walls has argued that, during his lifetime, Thoreau’s perspective shifted 

from that of a “transcendental holist” to a type of “empirical holism” (Walls 5).  In other 

words, Walls suggests, in his later years Thoreau’s growing scientific view of the world 

didn’t replace his earlier Transcendental view, but instead dovetailed with it.  Yet what 

we see in the phosphorescent wood passage is nothing of this sort at all.  Thoreau’s 

rejection of science and his embrace of a “pagan creed” point to an entirely different way 

of knowing the world.  His essay suggests that this might be an Indian way of knowing—

“Nature must have made a thousand revelations to them which are still secrets to us,” he 

writes—and this might be true.19  But regardless, he is describing a worldview that has 

little to do with his contemporary modern, nineteenth-century, post-Enlightenment 

scientific human culture in the United States.   

The organismic, living world “choke-full of honest spirits” that Thoreau imagines 

is precisely that view of nature Carolyn Merchant describes in The Death of Nature.  
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Merchant’s book explores the multitude of problems and cultural changes that “resulted 

in the death of nature as a living being”—that destroyed the older, animistic conceptions 

of humans and nature (xxi-xxii).  And while I don’t think that Thoreau is looking 

nostalgically back to such older views of nature, he certainly seems to be invoking them 

frequently in the Gothic moments of his texts.  Indeed, if such older attitudes and belief 

systems are “dead,” as Merchant’s book title suggests, then it would make sense for 

Thoreau to describe them in Gothic terms.  For, as Maggie Kilgour has written, the 

Gothic is “easily allied with a Rousseauian primitivism, in which the past is seen as 

closer to nature than the present, associated with the corrupting and artificial influence of 

society” (15).  And while “that past is irretrievable,” it is the purpose of the Gothic to try 

“to use its necromantic powers to raise it” (Kilgour 15).  Thus, in a sense, Thoreau brings 

to life the very idea of nature that Merchant declares dead.  In his experience on 

Katahdin, Thoreau saw nature as a place for “heathenism and superstitious rites”; and in 

“Allegash and the East Branch” he decides to “let science slide” in order to “see 

something wonderful”—perhaps one of the “thousand revelations” nature has made to the 

Indians.  In these Gothicized scenes I have examined here, Thoreau writes about an 

instability of his typical perceptions of the natural world.  What unsettles those 

perceptions are often vestiges of older conceptions of nature that have been supposedly 

cast off, rejected, or buried.  When facing the phosphorescent wood and the forest 

“choke-full of honest spirits,” Thoreau seems more intrigued than afraid, but often his 

Gothic language does suggest fear and doubt about his relationship to nature, as I have 

illustrated.  
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Scholars interested in ecocriticism have long looked to the American 

Transcendentalists for a model of how to live rightly with the natural world, seeing in 

their relationship to Nature a measure of respect and spiritual understanding that 

prefigures our modern environmental movement.  Henry David Thoreau usually stands 

front and center among that group.  Lawrence Buell, in The Environmental Imagination, 

has noted well the canonization of Thoreau and explores the reasons he has come to be 

called an “environmentalist prophet” and “patron saint of ecologism,” among other such 

laudatory epithets (355, 366).  Similarly, Roderick Nash has explained the centrality of 

the Transcendentalists in the history of American environmentalism, noting that Thoreau 

and company found no “danger in wild country because they believed in man’s basic 

goodness.  Reversing Puritan assumptions, they argued that one’s chances of attaining 

moral perfection and knowing God were maximized by entering wilderness.  The fears 

which the first New Englanders experienced in contact with the primeval forest gave way 

in their Concord descendents to confidence—in wilderness and man” (Roderick Nash 

86).   

Speaking in the broadest cultural sense, Nash is certainly correct.  In the two 

centuries since the Puritans first landed on the shores of the New World, views about 

“wilderness” had shifted significantly, and Thoreau became one of the first and loudest 

celebrators of wilderness in America.  But as Thoreau’s writing continuously reveals, 

those older views never entirely disappeared.  Instead, they existed alongside Thoreau’s 

more assertive and positive Transcendental view of nature and humankind.  In fact, it is 

no coincidence that in The Maine Woods Thoreau so often puts himself in the metaphoric 
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role of first explorer, on the shores of a new world.  That very metaphor makes him a 

type of figurative Puritan settler or explorer, and thus it also suggests a return to those 

older ways of understanding the natural world—and of fearing it.   

In the end, a number of things upset Thoreau’s idealized vision of nature.  He 

worries about becoming lost, despite his claims about the value of losing one’s way.  The 

visceral exchange of life, the killing, eating, and consuming of animals, appears in Gothic 

forms that blur the boundaries between human and animal.  Even though Thoreau’s 

Puritan ancestors are long in the past, the wilderness is still a place that might harbor 

fiendlike forms and threatening beasts, and it is also haunted by the cultural memory of 

several hundred years of Native American wars.  Like Rowlandson in her wilderness, the 

physicality of his human body is put into sharp relief on the slopes of Katahdin, where 

Thoreau comes to realize his body too is made from “Matter, vast, terrific.”  And at the 

same time, he is overwhelmed by the indifference, alienation, and sheer magnitude of 

nature on the mountain.   Finally, he encounters a clash between the scientific vision that 

arises out of his Transcendentalist view (reading nature as source of transcendent truth) 

and an older, more pantheistic, superstitious, and otherwise animistic view of nature that 

refuses to go away—and he cannot decide which is preferable.  As he writes about each 

of these experiences, he does so by borrowing conventions and from the literary Gothic. 

By charting these elements in Thoreau’s writing, I in no way intend that we 

should begin reading Thoreau as an author of Gothic tales.  His primary concerns had 

little to do with the Gothic mode of fiction, and there is much we can learn as a culture by 

reading his work as an early point on the trajectory of writing that leads to modern day 



  177 

environmentalism.  Nevertheless, it remains powerfully suggestive that, at key moments 

and in passages in texts such as Walden and The Maine Woods, Thoreau resorts to the 

language and symbolism so common in the Gothic fictions that preceded his work.  If 

natural facts are indeed symbols of spiritual fact, as the Transcendentalist doctrine of 

correspondence suggests, then in those Gothic descriptions found in his texts, the spiritual 

facts might be deeply unsettling. 
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CHAPTER IV: 

NATURE IS NO REFUGE: 

THE GOTHIC LANDSCAPES OF THE SLAVE NARRATIVE 

 

 

In the “Author’s Preface” to her 1856 novel Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal 

Swamp, Harriet Beecher Stowe explains why she once again chose “the slave-holding 

states” for the setting of her second novel: “there is no ground, ancient or modern, whose 

vivid lights, gloomy shadows, and grotesque groupings, afford to the novelist so wide a 

scope for the exercise of his powers.  In the near vicinity of modern civilization of the 

most matter-of-fact kind exist institutions which carry us back to the twilight of the 

feudal ages, with all their exciting possibilities of incident” (1: xiii).  Such descriptive 

phrases—“vivid lights, gloomy shadows, and grotesque groupings”—along with the 

reference to “institutions which carry us back to the twilight of the feudal ages,” all 

suggest that Stowe saw something peculiarly Gothic about the culture and landscape of 

the slave states in the United States south.  For her, it was not just that this region 

provided a setting that possessed Gothic qualities.  Slavery itself was an institution with 

Gothic implications.1 

To be sure, in recent years, significant scholarship has been devoted to unearthing 

the connections between African American literature and the literary Gothic, much of 

which has focused on slave narratives in particular.2  The reasons for this are many.  The 

period in which the Gothic genre developed—the end of the eighteenth century and the 

first half of the nineteenth—was the same span of time in which conceptions of race as a 
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biological attribute arose.  Not coincidentally, as Eugenia DeLamotte has pointed out, 

during this period 

representations of Gothic villainy progress from religious and national 

categories of otherness metonymically associated with black as a color 

designating evil, through a category of otherness that conflates enslaved, 

sexualized dark people with the damning allure of the Prince of Darkness 

himself, and finally toward conceptions of a dark, sexual, bestial, racial 

Other that reflects the triumph of biological racism.  (DeLamotte 19-20) 

In other words, the development and evolution of fictional Gothic villains mirrored the 

development and evolution of theories about human racial categories.3  Not surprisingly, 

it was also during the rise of Gothic fiction’s popularity in the early nineteenth century 

that the slave system in the United States reached its apogee.  Many of the early authors 

of the Gothic were also supporters of slavery, in theory if not in practice; in fact, in his 

later years The Monk author Matthew Lewis inherited a plantation in the West Indies and 

became an absentee slave-owner.  Taken together, facts such as these all point toward a 

strong series of links between Gothic literature and slavery in the U.S.—links whose 

richness is only beginning to be explored.  As Teresa Goddu puts it, “the American 

gothic is haunted by race,” even though the criticism is just starting to reflect that fact (7). 

The same might be said, as we have begun to see, about American nature writing.  

While most scholarship about nature in American literature has attended to white 

Euroamerican writings, the actual landscape of the North American continent is 

irrevocably inscribed with the histories of Native Americans and, in the U.S. South in 
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particular, African Americans—not to mention many other marginalized groups.  In the 

past decade, as ecocritical studies have flourished and proliferated, one of the loudest and 

most recurring critiques has been that ecocriticism’s center of attention is too much on 

white, Euroamerican literature, particularly that genre of nature writing defined as a first 

person nonfiction account of a (often male) solitary encounter with the outdoors.  The 

preceding chapters have made clear the longstanding Euroamerican associations between 

nature in America and Native Americans; and in this chapter I draw attention to the 

widely overlooked representations of nature by African American slaves.  Given the fact 

that by the early nineteenth century slaves comprised nearly twenty percent of the U.S. 

population, it seems that from a demographic perspective, the urge for ecocritics to study 

primarily Anglo authors makes little sense.  Recently, this critical oversight has begun to 

be rectified.  Many scholars are now examining representations of nature in African 

American literature, and the subfield known as environmental justice ecocriticism has 

been particularly active in this regard.4  More recently, Scott Hicks has argued that 

ecocritics “must also reread African American critics and thinkers ecocritically” in order 

to “revise the assumptions that undergird the field” (Hicks 202). 

However, despite this increase in studies of the Gothic aspects of slave narratives, 

and despite this development of an ecocritical interest in slave writings (and African 

American literature in general), no one has yet examined the ways in which all of these 

are intertwined.  So far, the closest anyone has come is Michael Bennett, who wrote the 

noteworthy essay “Anti-Pastoralism, Frederick Douglass, and the Nature of Slavery.”  As 

his title suggests, Bennett argues that representations of nature in slave narratives—
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Frederick Douglass’s in particular—create an anti-pastoral tradition in which the black 

slave inverts the conventional pastoral ideal: instead of retreating to the rural countryside 

to escape the woes of urban society, the slave flees the countryside for the relative safety 

and freedom of the urban north.  Such a long-standing tradition, Bennett maintains, is 

partially responsible for the dearth of contemporary nature writing by African Americans.   

As groundbreaking as Bennett’s essay is, I would like to push some of his 

connections even further to demonstrate how those landscapes through and to which the 

slaves so often fled are frequently depicted as Gothic realms of danger.  Simply put, as 

evidenced by their writings, many African American slaves in the nineteenth century 

experienced the natural world of the United States in profoundly ambivalent terms.  On 

the one hand, there was a tendency to view the uncultivated and uninhabited landscapes 

surrounding southern towns and plantations as a refuge from the horrors of slavery.  It 

was to this location that they ran, and it was through this location that they almost 

inevitably went in order to escape to freedom.  But on the other hand, the natural world 

was often seen in ways that echo some of the earliest perceptions by Euroamerican 

explorers.  That is, it was a realm filled with manifold dangers—from vicious animals to 

harsh weather and even disease—and one that needed more to be overcome than 

embraced.  At the same time, however, when compared with the brutal realities of living 

under the whip of a cruel slave master, the unknown dangers of the natural world were 

usually preferred over the violence found at home. 

In the slave narratives I examine here, the Gothic mode functions in a different 

manner than it does in the more popular Gothic fictions written by Euroamerican authors.  
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It is usually not characterized by the resurgence of older, often repressed secrets and 

fears, as it is in Edgar Huntly, The Maine Woods, or just about any British Gothic novel 

from Walpole to Maturin.  Instead, many authors of slave narratives consciously use 

Gothic conventions as a means to present to their (mostly) white audiences the real 

horrors of slavery.  Gothic fiction has long been a way for authors to confront safely 

those things or ideas that are repellent or threatening (yet often strangely attractive).  But 

slave authors used those conventions to expose the gross excesses and brutal realities of 

slavery; unlike in the Gothic novel, in the slave narrative “the scenery is not staged but 

real” (Goddu 136).  In terms of representations of nature, the slave author typically omits 

any aesthetic or pleasurable descriptions as were found in contemporary Euroamerican 

texts, offering in their place a Gothicized natural world used to emphasize the brutality of 

life as a slave. 

Before moving further, it is important to note that a much wider variety of 

representations of nature can be found in African American folk traditions, such as 

animal fables and other oral traditions.  In some cases, the slaves’ stories do depict a 

close relationship with the natural world and an aesthetic appreciation for natural spaces 

not found in the texts I examine here.  A further study of African American conceptions 

of nature might take this wider range of texts into consideration.  However, because my 

aim is to illustrate and explore the ways in which slaves adopted conventions from the 

literary Gothic mode for particular rhetorical effects in order to write about their 

experiences with the natural world, I don’t explore the rich African American folk 

traditions that do exist and have been so well documented. 
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Indeed, the body of literature written by slaves and ex-slaves in the United States 

is enormous; and it is even larger if one includes literature written about slaves and the 

slave experience.  This literature is multifaceted and exceedingly complex.  However, in 

order to make a point about larger trends within the genre of African American slave 

writing and not belabor my analysis, I focus my attention and analysis on a few 

representative texts.  Consequently, I have excluded any extended discussion of literature 

about slavery written by Euroamerican authors—such as Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 

which offers its own rich territory to explore for those interested in both the Gothic and 

writing about the natural world.  Instead, I look to texts written by African Americans 

themselves.  To that end, I turn to two of the most frequently studied slave texts: 

Frederick Douglass’s 1845 Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American 

Slave Written by Himself and Harriet A. Jacobs’s 1861 Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl, Written by Herself.  While these two books by no means offer a comprehensive 

view of the African American slave experience with nature, they are different enough in 

their scopes and purposes to provide a flavor of the variety of slave writing.  Read side by 

side, they indicate the principal similarities in the ways that many slaves perceived and 

interacted with a Gothicized natural world. 

 
*   *   * 

Arguably the most well-known and studied African-American author writing 

from the perspective of an ex-slave, Frederick Douglass and his 1845 autobiography, 

Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, have in recent years received the attention of 

several Gothic studies—as has the larger body of slave writings in general.  In particular, 
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Teresa Goddu and Joseph Bodziock both offer astute readings of the influence of the 

Gothic on Douglass’s work.  While these analyses are insightful, no one has yet tried to 

situate his Narrative at the intersection of the literary Gothic mode and writing about 

nature.  When read in this light, key moments in Douglass’s book reveal how his 

experience of nature in the U.S. South was an essentially Gothic one, and one that helped 

to create a literary counter tradition to Euroamerican authors who wrote largely about the 

enjoyable qualities of a pastoral experience in nature.  In Douglass’s narrative, nature 

held little aesthetic value, and it was rarely a source of pleasure.  In fact, I would argue 

that it is largely because of its Gothic elements that Douglass’s work has gone largely 

ignored by ecocritical scholars; instead of the romantic conception of nature preferred by 

most Euroamerican nature writers such as Emerson, John Muir, Aldo Leopold and so 

many others, Douglass offers up a grim view of the natural world, and an equally 

damning one of human nature. 

The Gothic aspects of Narrative of the Life are fairly straightforward, since 

Douglass presents slavery as a singularly Gothic experience.  Early in his book he 

announces that he spent the “darkest hours of [his] career in slavery”—hours he 

characterizes by a Gothic sense of “gloom” (30).  His first understanding of slavery’s 

horrors come when, at a young age, he witnesses his aunt severely whipped, an event that 

“struck [him] with awful force” and became, in effect, “the blood-stained gate, the 

entrance to the hell of slavery” (16).  In short, slavery is an existence marked by captivity 

and enclosure, pain and suffering, fear and despair.  Thus it is no wonder that Douglass 

so frequently depicts the institution of slavery as a Gothic monster.  For example, in one 
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instance he imagines himself “hemmed in upon every side” as he makes plans to escape 

to the North (61).  The route to freedom that he describes leads through a stark landscape 

inhabited by a fearsome entity:  

On the one hand, there stood slavery, a stern reality, glaring frightfully 

upon us,—its robes already crimsoned with the blood of millions, and 

even now feasting itself greedily upon our own flesh.  On the other hand, 

away back in the dim distance, under the flickering light of the north star, 

behind some craggy hill or snow-covered mountain, stood a doubtful 

freedom—half frozen—beckoning us to come and share its hospitality.  

(Douglass 61) 

Dressed in crimson robes that call to mind the corrupt and villainous priests who haunt 

the pages of British Gothic novels, slavery here is no mere institution that abridges 

freedoms and shatters families.  Instead, it is a sentient, vicious creature that consumes 

the very flesh and lives of the slaves.  By employing such language, Douglass 

appropriates the Gothic convention of the monstrous, evil oppressor to convey some of 

the effects of slavery on the individual.   

Importantly, however, he also connects escape from this evil oppressor to a 

journey through a natural landscape.  In the previous description, the alternative to being 

devoured by the “stern reality” of slavery is to follow the enticement of “freedom” and 

“hospitality” in the distance, beyond “some craggy hill or snow-covered mountain.”  

Douglass presents the road to freedom as passing through an indifferent landscape, and 

the journey he imagines recalls the familiar Christian imagery of Moses ascending Mount 
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Pisgah in order to see the freedom of the Promised Land on the other side.  This was the 

same image that William Bradford invoked when he wrote about first landing on the 

shores of the New World—only Bradford noted the absence of any Pisgah on his 

horizon.  And not coincidentally, this is also the central image in Martin Luther King, 

Jr.’s final speech, in which he proclaimed that he had “been to the mountaintop and seen 

the Promised Land.”5   

For Douglass, however, this landscape promises only a “doubtful freedom” that is 

“half frozen.”  Indeed, as he continues describing the geography of escape, the figurative 

road to freedom is filled with horrors, nearly all of which are associated with the natural 

world through which the escaping slave must pass: 

Upon either side we saw grim death, assuming the most horrid shapes.  

Now it was starvation, causing us to eat our own flesh;—now we were 

contending with the waves, and were drowned;—now we were overtaken, 

and torn to pieces by the fangs of the terrible bloodhound.  We were stung 

by scorpions, chased by wild beasts, bitten by snakes, and finally, after 

having nearly reached the desired spot,—after swimming rivers, 

encountering wild beasts, sleeping in the woods, suffering hunger and 

nakedness,—we were overtaken by our pursuers, and, in our resistance, 

we were shot dead on the spot!  (Douglass 62) 

Of course, the “we” in this description includes the collective experience of all slaves; 

Douglass himself certainly was never “shot dead.”  But the collective experience he does 

present draws attention to the hardship, danger, and violence of the natural world that 
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escaping slaves often faced.  Michael Bennett has identified Douglass’s Narrative as the 

beginning point of an “anti-pastoral African American literary tradition” (195).  Such a 

tradition, he claims, “has constructed the rural-natural as a realm to be feared” (Bennett 

198).  Bennett’s observation is important, and indeed Douglass’s work—as seen in the 

quote above—can be read as anti-pastoral. 

 But it is also at a moment such as this that descriptions of nature and the literary 

Gothic converge in Douglass’s writing.  On the one hand, Douglass describes the real, 

physical dangers that have always plagued inhabitants of the United States who tried to 

traverse unsettled and undeveloped areas: bites from scorpions, snakes, and other “wild 

beasts”; hunger and exposure to the elements; and the fears of becoming lost in the rivers 

and woods.  In one form or another, these are the same types of problems faced by 

everyone from the Puritan settlers in New England all the way to Thoreau trying to 

navigate the Maine woods—basic human concerns for survival.  Douglass, however, 

takes these common dangers inherent in the natural world and piles them up in such a 

way that his description takes on an almost super-natural power.  The cumulative effect 

of this list of obstacles makes the natural world appear a willful barrier standing between 

the slave and freedom.  In effect, the path to freedom—which Douglass renders in terms 

of natural landscapes—becomes a Gothic labyrinth brimming with perils, one that must 

be navigated carefully in order to escape oppression and imprisonment, not to mention 

death.   

This imagined geography of the road to freedom was based on very real 

experience—for the rural natural world, in all of its manifestations, was the easiest place 
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for slaves to escape detection.  Although considerably fewer slaves were able to escape 

permanently from their owners, it was common and relatively easy to run away from 

plantations for temporary reprieve.  In fact, the literature of slavery is filled with 

references to slaves who had run away and then returned or were caught.  In most cases, 

they would run to the swamp, the woods, or other unsettled places; the rural nature of life 

on southern plantations helped to facilitate escape.  As one author who aided escaping 

slaves put it, 

There are large tracts of land, covered with heavy timber, containing not 

only deep and unpenetrable swamps, but caves, holes, shelving rocks and 

banks.  In these they secrete themselves during the daytime, venturing 

abroad only by night, in pursuit of food, and such articles as they may 

need, or to see their brother slaves who they can trust.  (qtd. in Osofksy 

15) 

In general, many slaves tended to be “wise in the ways of nature, knowledgeable in 

animal lore and in techniques for foraging and living off the land” (Osofsky 15).  This 

was particularly the case for field slaves, who spent most of their time working outdoors 

and were thus more familiar with the landscape and environment surrounding their 

homes.6   

All of this held true for Douglass.  In one instance in his Narrative, tired of 

mistreatment, he sneaks away from the farm on which he works to file a complaint with 

his master against the cruel overseer Mr. Covey.  But in order to get away from Covey, 

Douglass has to stay in the forest: “thinking I might be overhauled by him if I kept the 
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road, I walked through the woods,” he writes (51).  But the landscape away from the road 

is not a kind one; Douglass continues on his way “through bogs and briars, barefooted 

and bareheaded, tearing [his] feet sometimes at every step” (51-52).  Bloodied and ragged 

by the time he reaches his destination, he “looked like a man who had escaped a den of 

wild beasts, and barely escaped them” (52).  Later, escaping the wrath of an angered Mr. 

Covey, Douglass again heads off-road, running to a cornfield for “the means of hiding” 

(52).  His hiding place is secure, but it is no real refuge.  Douglass concludes: “I spent 

that day mostly in the woods, having the alternative before me,—to go home and be 

whipped to death, or stay in the woods and be starved to death” (52).  Again and again 

this same tension arises.  The woods, the swamps, the hills all offer avenues of escape, 

but they also present physical and psychological dangers that act as barriers to escape.  

With experiences such as these, it is no wonder that so many slave songs and slave 

narratives appropriated the biblical imagery of the Israelites, enduring the wilderness in 

hopes of reaching freedom in a promised land. 

But the natural landscapes beyond the borders of slave plantations and towns 

functioned as more than just places of reprieve from menacing slaveholders.  In 

Douglass’s Narrative—and in many other slave narratives—the forest can also be a place 

of abandonment and desolation, a region where the old and infirm slaves are sent once 

their productive days are over and they have become too much a financial burden.  

Douglass’s grandmother, who was too old to perform her requisite duties and thus 

valueless to the heirs once her master died, was given a small hut in the woods and told to 

fend for herself—“virtually turning her out to die,” as Douglass phrases it (40).  Living in 
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loneliness in the forest, she is described in strangely Gothic terms:  “The hearth is 

desolate. . . . She gropes her way, in the darkness of age, for a drink of water.  Instead of 

the voices of her children, she hears by day the moans of the dove, and by night the 

screams of the hideous owl.  All is gloom.  The grave is at the door” (40).  Marked by the 

“desolate” “darkness” and the haunting “moans of the dove” and the “screams of the 

hideous owl,” Douglass’s grandmother seems to have been relegated to a sort of Gothic 

live burial, sent to the woods with her “grave . . . at the door.”  Here, then, is the ultimate 

critique of the romantic approach to nature: instead of going to the woods to live 

deliberately, in Thoreau’s fashion, Douglass’s grandmother is sent to the woods to die. 

One of the most famous sections of Douglass’s book not only invites an 

ecocritical reading, but also makes more sense when read within the history of Gothic 

American nature writing: the scene describing Colonel Lloyd’s garden.  As Douglass tells 

it, plantation owner Colonel Lloyd “kept a large and finely cultivated garden,” which 

“was probably the greatest attraction of the place. . . . It abounded in fruits of almost 

every description, from the hardy apple of the north to the delicate orange of the south” 

(Douglass 21).  Despite its splendor, however, “[t]his garden was not the least source of 

trouble on the plantation.  Its excellent fruit was quite a temptation to the hungry swarm 

of boys, as well as the older slaves,” so much that “[s]carcely a day passed, during the 

summer, but that some slave had to take the lash for stealing fruit” (21).  To keep the 

slaves out of the garden and to prevent stealing, Colonel Lloyd devised a plan to tar the 

fence around the garden; “if a slave was caught with any tar upon his person, it was 

deemed sufficient proof that he had either been into the garden, or had tried again” (21).  
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This strategy was so effective that it made the slaves “become as fearful of tar as of the 

lash” (21). 

Clearly Douglass is invoking the story of the Garden of Eden here, but he revises 

it for his own rhetorical purposes.  If Lloyd’s garden is an earthly paradise, then it is 

tainted not only by the presence of a corrupt and cruel slaveowner, but also by the 

symbolic marking of the slaves who transgress the rules.  By eating the forbidden fruit, 

the slaves are not just cast out of the garden like Adam and Eve, but also colored by the 

tar.  Michael Bennett reads this “racialization of the story” as a conflation of the biblical 

stories of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden and Noah’s curse of Ham (Bennett 

200).  Such a reading is accurate, for Douglass was surely aware of contemporary 

theories that claimed African Americans were indeed cursed descendents of Ham.  Thus 

his story attributes to the Garden not only sinful temptation, but racial oppression as well.  

Such a rewriting of the myth of Eden underscores just how vast was the separation 

between the black slave’s and the Euroamerican’s experience of nature in America.  For 

the Anglo-Christian, the history of American settlement had always been based, at least 

in part, on the rhetoric of the New World as an Edenic promised land.  But for a slave 

such as Douglass, the natural world was devoid of any such implication.  As Joseph 

Bodziock puts it, Douglass’s “garden appears to be ideal, but lacks moral substance and 

Christian management” (258). 

The fallen Eden metaphor continues as Douglass presents his overseer as a 

serpent inhabiting the rural plantation landscape.  When Douglass became a field slave in 

1833, he began working under the aforementioned Mr. Covey, who not only was a cruel 
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and violent man but also a scheming and cunning one.  According to Douglass, his “forte 

consisted in his power to deceive” (48).  Covey would make the slaves in the field “feel 

that he was ever with [them],” which he “did by surprising [them]” (47).  His deception 

was so skillful that “like a thief in the night,” he “appeared . . . as being ever at hand.  He 

was under every tree, behind every stump, in every bush, and at every window, on the 

plantation” (47).   Mr. Covey’s perpetual presence in these hidden locations earned him 

the nickname, among the slaves, of “the snake” (47).  The slaves’ fear of Covey arises 

from his apparent ability to emerge unbidden from nearly any part of the landscape.  And 

as “the snake,” Covey also signifies the continued presence of evil in this fallen Eden, the 

reminder of the Gothic haunting presence of the slaveowner that can move through the 

natural world with ease. 

Bennett observes that Douglass presents Covey as one of the many “figurations of 

the devil” that are “associated in nineteenth-century iconography with wild spaces that 

are seen not as places of spiritual rejuvenation but as threatening domains of sin and 

suffering” (Bennett 204).  I’d like to extend Bennett’s argument backwards in time to 

point out that those “figurations of the devil” in the wilderness emerge directly out of the 

Puritan tradition of writing about nature in America.  As Douglass portrays him, Covey 

becomes not unlike the Native Americans who, in previous Euroamerican writings, often 

seem to blend and merge with the landscape; indeed, so strong were these fears that the 

earliest white settlers often believed an Indian to be hiding behind every tree, stump, or 

bush.  In his own narrative, Douglass clearly inverts this long standing fear by recasting 

Covey—the white slave owner—as the entity to be feared.   
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 As these descriptions of Mr. Covey indicate, Douglass was careful to record the 

effects of slavery on perceptions of human nature itself.  The history of Gothic nature 

writing in America I’ve outlined in previous chapters has shown that one persistent and 

haunting cultural uncertainty has been the relationship between humans and other non-

human animals, and the same is true in Douglass’s writing.  Mary Rowlandson’s 

narrative illustrated how a devout Puritan women was made to confront her own most 

essential bodily needs in ways that threatened her spiritual identity, just as Edgar Huntly 

found himself in the wilderness of Norwalk succumbing psychologically to the animal-

like qualities of his culture’s conceptions of the “wild man.”  In a similar fashion, 

Douglass’s book is also preoccupied with the potential slippage between human and 

animal; but in his writing, Douglass plays with these boundaries both to illustrate the 

slave’s own lowly status within nineteenth century Euroamerican culture and as a means 

of resisting the power of slaveholder oppression. 

 In Douglass’s lifetime, it was common parlance for slaves to be equated with 

animals.  During the first half of the nineteenth century, attitudes and beliefs about 

African Americans and the status and function of slaves in the United States were 

undergoing significant transformations.  The primary view was that black slaves occupied 

a lower space in the hierarchy of beings, somewhere between humans and animals, but 

certainly closer to the animals than to humans.  In fact, in the 1830s a number of 

scientific theories were developed that offered evidence establishing essential, biological 

differences between the races.  For example, in 1833 Richard Colfax concluded that 

“Negroes, whether physically or morally considered, are so inferior as to resemble the 
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brute creation as nearly as they do the white species” (qtd. in Franklin, “Animal Farm” 

32).  The development of such theories—which of course were later proven to be 

erroneous—also coincided with the exponential expansion of slavery as an institution.  

Enabled by industrial agricultural developments, such as Eli Whitney’s invention of the 

cotton gin in 1793, slavery expanded in the first half of the nineteenth century from a 

relatively small scale institution to a multimillion dollar industry, on which the southern 

economy depended entirely.7  The workforce that made that expansion possible was a 

legion of African American slaves, often treated no differently than a beast of burden in 

the fields. 

These commonplace nineteenth-century views of African Americans inevitably 

found their way into Douglass’s Narrative.  Again and again he writes about how, to the 

slave owners, slaves were treated as if they were just another type of domestic livestock.  

In his own words, Douglass explains that at public sales or auctions, slaves “were all 

ranked together at the valuation.  Men and women, old and young, married and single, 

were ranked with horses, sheep, and swine.  There were horses and men, cattle and 

women, pigs and children, all holding the same rank in the scale of being, and all were 

subjected to the same examination” (38).  To be sure, such an attitude was the root cause 

of much of the violence against and abuse of slaves.  By dehumanizing slaves to the point 

that they held the same moral rank as animals, slaveholders made it much easier to justify 

and rationalize their ill treatment—not unlike the Euroamerican treatment of Native 

Americans in the preceding centuries.  But the violence toward slaves was often so 

extreme that Douglass is able to claim (only partially ironically) “I have often wished 
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myself a beast.  I preferred the condition of the meanest reptile to my own.” (36).  In 

other words, the existence of a slave was so horrific that to Douglass, the life of an 

animal held more promise.  Indeed, in one of his most trying moments as a slave, broken 

by Mr. Covey’s harsh treatment, Douglass confesses “the dark night of slavery closed in 

upon me; and behold a man transformed into a brute!” (49). 

Certainly it is well known that Anglo slaveowners used this animal rhetoric as a 

tool of oppression; but many literate slaves such as Douglass were also able to co-opt that 

language and use it as a means of rhetorical resistance.  In effect, he uses the 

slaveowners’ own language against them by turning the common conception of slaves as 

animals on its head.  In Douglass’s figurations, slavery not only debases the African 

American, but it also has the power to transform the white masters into beasts 

themselves.  This is Douglass’s act of resistance—a form of what Theresa Goddu has 

called “haunting back.”  That is, by “rematerializ[ing] the ghosts of America’s racial 

history,” Douglass is able to both bring to his readers’ attention the otherwise 

unspeakable horrors of slavery and to use the very language of oppression as a tool to 

fight back (Goddu 132). 

The most famous instance of this type of resistance in Douglass’s book appears in 

his descriptions of Mr. Covey, whom Douglass casts as the serpent.  Elsewhere he also 

suggests that slaveholding has the same transformative power that the wilderness and 

frontier did for earlier generations: too much time spent there can bring out the worst in 

human nature, and the goodliest soul can metamorphose into a devil.  For example, 

Douglass’s new mistress Mrs. Sophia Auld, who at first possesses “a white face beaming 
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with the most kindly emotions,” transforms from a gentle woman into a monster once she 

has spent a few months as a slaveowner (30).  “The fatal poison of irresponsible power 

was already in her hands,” Douglass writes, “and gradually commenced its infernal work.  

That cheerful eye, under the influence of slavery, eventually became red with rage; that 

voice, made all of sweet accord, changed to one of harsh and horrid discord; and that 

angelic face gave place to that of a demon” (31).  Her “cheerful,” “sweet,” and “angelic” 

demeanor becomes “red with rage,” “harsh and horrid,” and even demonic—precisely 

that transformation that the Puritans feared might occur in the wilderness of New 

England.  In Douglass’s case, the wilderness is presented as both the literal landscape 

found outdoors and the psychological experience of slavery itself. 

In the same way that Rowlandson represented her captors as savages and, at 

times, devils, so too does Douglass present the slaveowners and overseers he encounters 

as Gothic villains, often characterized by barbarity, violence, and even evil.  For example, 

Mr. Plummer is described as a “savage monster” (Douglass 15).  Another overseer, Mr. 

Savage, “was rightly named” (18); indeed, this man was so full of a “fiendish barbarity” 

that “[h]is death was regarded by the slaves as the result of a merciful Providence” (19).  

Similarly, Mr. Gore’s “savage barbarity” also led him to commit “the grossest and most 

savage deeds” (25).  Later, when Douglass is sent to jail, he is visited and watched by 

groups of slave traders, all of whom are described as demonic.  “I felt myself surrounded 

by so many fiends from perdition,” he writes (65).  By repeating descriptions such as 

these so frequently, Douglass emphasizes to his white readers that all was not well in the 
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United States South.  Lost in the wilderness of slavery, these otherwise civilized 

Euroamerican people had degenerated into “fiendish” and “savage” animals. 

In a final stroke of rhetorical genius, Douglass uses his Narrative to inflict a type 

of Gothic torment on his former owners.  After Douglass finally escapes, he keeps quiet 

about the methods he used to reach the North because he doesn’t want to divulge his 

secrets to the southern slaveholders, nor does he want to incriminate those who helped 

him.  In fact, he calls “open declarations” about the underground railroad a “positive evil 

to the slaves remaining” in the South, since such announcements tend to put slaveholders 

more on guard.  Instead, Douglass would rather use uncertainty as a means of placing the 

slavers in a state of Gothic anxiety.  He writes,  

I would leave [the slaveholder] to imagine himself surrounded by myriads 

of invisible tormentors, ever ready to snatch from his infernal grasp his 

trembling prey.  Let him be left to feel his way in the dark; let darkness 

commensurate with his crime hover over him; and let him feel that at 

every step he takes, in pursuit of the flying bondman, he is running the 

frightful risk of having his hot brains dashed out by an invisible agency.  

(71) 

Using the pervasive image of a slave cowering in fear of myriad cruel overseers, 

Douglass inverts this concept so that it is the slaveholders who are surrounded by an 

unseen legion of conspirators, waiting to steal away their livelihoods—or lives.  Instead 

of the earlier image of the Gothic landscape through which the slave must pass, this time 
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Douglass places the slaveholders themselves in a Gothicized setting and places that 

fearfulness as deep as their innermost thoughts. 

Despite his various acts of narrative resistance, Douglass himself is also prone to 

a strange type of torment, even in the free states of the North.  Despite Douglass’s 

successful escape, Narrative of the Life presents its readers with a Gothic, haunted 

conclusion—not unlike the aftermath of Rowlandson’s own escape from captivity a 

century and a half earlier, or Edgar Huntly’s attempts to return to normalcy after his 

traumatic stint in the wild.  After finally reaching the North, Douglass cannot escape the 

hauntings of slavery.  He arrives on the free soil of New York only to continue imagining 

that his pursuers are everywhere.  Distrusting everyone, he describes his situation as that 

of an animal being preyed upon.  He felt “every moment subjected to the terrible liability 

of being seized upon by his fellow men, as the hideous crocodile seizes upon his prey!” 

(75).  He lived in the North “as if in the midst of wild beasts, whose greediness to 

swallow up the trembling and half-famished fugitive is only equaled by that with which 

the monsters of the deep swallow up the helpless fish upon which they subsist” (75).  Of 

course, these fears of recapture were very real ones, and ones that would be made even 

more pressing by the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850.  But in 1845, when Douglass 

published the Narrative, even freedom in the North meant a constant fear of detection 

and capture—fears that he characteristically renders in terms of natural, animal imagery. 

In the end, the implications that Narrative of the Life has for ecocritics are fairly 

clear.  Douglass establishes the natural world as an ambivalent landscape, one filled with 

danger and potential harm, but also one that promises a route to potential freedom.  Even 
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though the typical field slave had a close relationship and familiarity with the outdoors, 

the figurative and literal terrain of slavery is often described by Douglass as a landscape 

of terror.  Of course, as with many other authors I’ve discussed, this type of rhetoric was 

also based on very real experiences with the natural world.  But what sets Douglass apart 

from many of those others is that he consciously adopts the conventions of the Gothic as 

a means of resistance; he effectively inverts the common language used to demean and 

denigrate slaves and uses it not only to describe slave owners as vicious animals, but 

slavery itself as a Gothic wilderness that can transform otherwise good people into 

savage beasts—the very fears that had so long been associated with the dark forests of the 

American frontier.   

 
*   *   * 

 Although it bears many similarities to Douglass’s Narrative of the Life, Harriet 

Jacobs’s 1861 Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl also offers readers a very different 

picture of life as a slave, one that she presents in a strikingly different format.  Whereas 

Douglass wrote an essentially autobiographical narrative aimed at reaching a widespread 

white audience, Jacobs veiled her story in the guise of a sentimental novel written for a 

female audience, and she published it without attaching a name to it.  According to the 

title page, it was simply “written by herself.”  She named her main character Linda Brent, 

and this was who many readers thought was the author well into the twentieth century.  

Because the book was edited and helped into publication by novelist and abolitionist 

Lydia Maria Child, more than a few nineteenth-century readers assumed that Incidents 

was merely an anti-slavery tract invented entirely by Child.  In fact, it wasn’t until the 
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1970s and 80s, when Jean Fagan Yellin unearthed the biographical facts of Jacobs’ life, 

that scholars finally came to accept Jacobs as not just the chief actor in the book’s events, 

but also the author of the book itself.8   

The shroud of mystery surrounding the author of Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl was not the only difference between it and the story Douglass published sixteen 

years earlier.  Despite its many differences, however, much of Jacobs’s book does follow 

the lead set by Douglass, representing the natural world as a Gothic backdrop against 

which many of the events in her story take place.  Acknowledging that slavery is a 

Gothicized site of imprisonment, she proclaims in her introduction “how deep, dark, and 

foul is that pit of abominations” (Jacobs 2).  And while the “secrets of slavery are 

concealed like those of the Inquisition”—thereby invoking that Spanish institution that 

permeates the pages of Lewis’s The Monk—she makes it her mission to unveil them 

(Jacobs 35).  Along the way, she intertwines the Gothic elements of her narrative with her 

writings about the natural world.9  

Although she claims that she “wish[es she] were more competent to the task” of 

writing, Jacobs uses an impressive range of descriptors to characterize slavery as a 

violent and evil institution (1).  More often than not, the figurative language she uses 

appropriates the dangerous and violent aspects of the natural world, thereby figuring 

slavery itself as a Gothic wilderness, like Douglass before her.  For example, her 

declarations about the “demon Slavery” recall Puritan fears from the distant past (Jacobs 

54, 83).  More provocative, however, are the comparisons of slavery to a host of deadly 

animals.  At one point, Jacobs speaks of “the wild beast of Slavery” (35).  Later, she casts 
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it more specifically as a snake-like institution: “O, the serpent of Slavery has many and 

poisonous fangs!” she writes, and, alternatively, it “still held [her] in its poisonous grasp” 

(Jacobs 62, 76).  She also maintains that “[h]ot weather brings out snakes and 

slaveholders, and I like one class of the venomous creatures as little as I do the other” 

(174).  Equally suggestive is her image of slavery as a violent storm at sea; during her 

long road to freedom, Jacobs laments the “dark waves that rolled and rolled over [her] in 

a seemingly endless night of storms” (90).  Again and again, slavery appears as any 

number of Gothic terrors that had long been associated in the New World with the 

wilderness. 

 Jacobs is certainly adept at evoking the perils of slavery in this manner, but 

perhaps her most effective and memorable use of Gothic nature imagery appears in her 

representations of Mr. Flint, her master.  Using now-familiar language (as seen in 

Douglass’s Narrative), Jacobs describes Flint as a ravenous animal, a “master, whose 

restless, craving, vicious nature roved about day and night, seeking whom to devour” 

(18).  She pushes the comparison even further, claiming that “[n]o animal ever watched 

its prey more narrowly than he watched me” (40); and later, as Mr. Flint loses his temper 

with her, Jacobs writes that “[h]e sprang upon me like a wolf” (59).  This wolfish man 

she describes was indeed a violent person, but the threat Jacobs fears from him is unlike 

any that Douglass ever experienced.  Physical bodily harm was never as imminent for her 

as were sexual dangers: Mr. Flint seemed reluctant to beat Jacobs, instead spending his 

time devising ways to seduce or rape her.  Thus his animal qualities that Jacobs so 
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frequently comments on refer more to a ravenous, uncontrollable sexual appetite than to 

any willful desire to inflict non-sexual physical pain on her.10 

 In consequence, like the heroines of so many Gothic novels, Linda Brent—as 

Jacobs describes her—is perpetually imperiled by the risk of sexual assault.  She spends 

many years concocting her own ways to thwart his advances, and she never does 

succumb to him.  As Jacobs composed Incidents, however, she had Linda Brent do what 

no Gothic heroine had ever done: Brent speaks openly and candidly about these threats, 

as well as the psychological trauma that they caused her.  Moreover, to combat such 

treatment at the hands of a slaveowner, Jacobs adopts the oppressor’s language in order 

to fight back—she describes her master using the same animal epithets that slaveowners 

used against slaves.  In Teresa Goddu’s words, “[b]y locating the gothic’s evil blackness 

in Dr. Flint’s dark shadow, Jacobs both emphasizes her persecution and reverses the 

gothic’s usual demonization: the master, not the black slave, is the source of horror and 

dread” (Goddu 147).  This is certainly true, and it is precisely the same tactic that 

Douglass used to such great effect.  But I would like to add a further dimension to 

Goddu’s claim: in order to represent this “source of horror and dread,” Jacobs repeatedly 

draws from imagery taken from the natural world.  It seems that for her, the ever-present 

perils of the natural world convey the evils of slavery better than any other image or 

symbol.  

Jacobs’s use of nature imagery in such a figurative manner is hardly surprising, 

given the actual experiences with nature that she writes about in Incidents.  That is, 

despite its potential for beauty, for Jacobs the world of nature was more often filled with 
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violence, pain, and fear.  The solitude that Thoreau was so happy to find in nature is itself 

a source of danger for her.  The woods, fields, and swamps are threatening to her 

precisely because of the solitude that envelops her there.  She remains safe when 

accompanied by others, since she knows that Mr. Flint will never assault her when 

witnesses are present.  But alone and outside, she feels unprotected.  “I rarely ventured 

out by daylight,” she writes, “for I always went with fear, expecting at every turn to 

encounter Dr. Flint” (68).  Thus she feels safer going to the church in the woods during 

the evenings, “trusting to the cover of night” (68).  This worry about the seemingly ever-

present Mr. Flint echoes Douglass’s fears of Mr. Covey, who also appeared to arise at 

will out of the very landscape itself.  In both cases, nature is not a source of beauty but 

rather a potential hiding place for the conniving, malicious oppressor. 

Indeed, in Incidents in the Life, the outdoors often functions as a setting for the 

most violent horrors of slavery.  In her chapter “Sketches of Neighboring Slaveholders,” 

Jacobs depicts the shocking cruelty that occurs on nearby properties.  For instance, the 

brother of Mr. Litch, a neighbor, owned “bloodhounds [that] were well trained.  Their 

pen was spacious, and a terror to the slaves.  They were let loose on a runaway, and, if 

they tracked him, they literally tore the flesh from his bones” (47).11  Similarly, Mr. 

Conant, another neighbor, once forced a drunken slave to be “tied to a tree” on “a stormy 

night in winter.  The wind blew bitterly cold, and the boughs of the old tree crackled 

under falling sleet” (47).  The man lived, but the torture he endured from the elements left 

him “more dead than alive” (47).  At another time, a slave named James “took to the 

woods” to avoid a whipping.  When caught, his punishment was to be “placed between 
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the screws of the cotton gin, to stay as long as he had been in the woods” (48).  Left 

unattended for several days, “the dead body was found partly eaten by rats and vermin.  

Perhaps the rats that devoured his bread had gnawed him before life was extinct” (49).  

None of these incidents on its own suggests inherent violence from the natural world, but 

their collective effect does link the brutal practices of the slaveholders with outdoor, 

natural spaces.  For Jacobs—and Linda Brent—the relatively unsettled regions of the 

plantations around her home became a hostile space where slave owners could literally 

get away with murder. 

This prevalence and intensity of violence against slaves also left very real marks 

on the landscape surrounding Jacobs’s town.  Just as the slaves lived on the margins of 

white society, so too did they die there.  Thus, the woods and other out-of-the-way places 

became the locations for slave cemeteries.  In Incidents, Jacobs frequently mentions 

nearby cemeteries, which are usually just innocuous details of setting.  But they do 

appear often enough to suggest to readers that, out in the forests, cemeteries constantly 

reminded the slaves’ of their marginalized position in U.S. culture.  Moreover, for Jacobs 

a visit to her family’s burial place serves as an impetus for her to find freedom.  She 

writes, 

The graveyard was in the woods, and twilight was coming on.  Nothing 

broke the death-like stillness except the occasional twitter of a bird.  My 

spirit was overawed by the solemnity of the scene.  For more than ten 

years I had frequented this spot, but never had it seemed to me so sacred 
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as now.  A black stump, at the head of my mother’s grave, was all that 

remained of the tree my father had planted.  (90) 

Even though there is a “stillness” and “solemnity” to this “sacred” scene, it is also 

desolate and forlorn.  The “black stump” is a quintessential Gothic image, the blasted tree 

in art and literature often indicating the impermanence of life and the power of nature.  

Here, it symbolizes the debasing effects of slavery: Jacobs and her family have been 

reduced to little more than a blackened stump of their former selves.  Witnessing this 

scene, Jacobs vows to save her children from a life of slavery or die trying, and it is 

immediately after visiting this graveyard that she vows to escape.  Although her focus in 

this passage is not on the specific location of the cemetery (isolated in the woods), it is no 

coincidence that this setting, which underscores the anonymity of the deaths of a 

multitude of slaves, is the final place she visits before making up her mind to find 

freedom—for herself and for her children. 

Given that the rural landscapes in the South were so frequently the sites of 

violence, cruelty, and murder—as the cemeteries in the woods epitomize—it is little 

wonder that many slaves feared the presence of ghosts.  Among many black slaves, the 

combination of African folk beliefs and what some might call superstition led to a 

relatively widespread belief in ghosts.  Many slave owners exploited this predilection by 

using threats of the supernatural as a way of controlling their slaves.  By carefully and 

strategically circulating stories about sightings of ghosts and witches, white slaveholders 

could often effectively discourage slaves from entering certain areas.  As Gladys-Marie 

Fry explains in her book Night Riders in Black Folk History, “[s]trategic areas along 



  206 

heavily traveled routes—main roads, cemeteries, woods, houses—were labeled as being 

haunted” (66).  Because “certain places . . . made exceptionally good hiding places for 

runaway slaves,” it was in the masters’ interest to exploit superstition to make these areas 

seem off limits (Fry 66).  Consequently, many slaves began to associate natural areas that 

were possible escape routes, such as fields, woods, and swamps, with supernatural 

phenomenon.  Occasionally, however, as Jacobs makes clear, such plans backfired—and 

the owners themselves became superstitious about certain regions.  Jacobs writes that for 

the exceptionally violent Mr. Litch, “[m]urder was so common on his plantation that he 

feared to be alone after nightfall.  He might have believed in ghosts” (47).  Whether or 

not actual ghosts existed, in the end the widespread violence was so deeply etched into 

the southern landscape that, for many people, that landscape was believed to be haunted. 

Perhaps because of this history of violence, when Jacobs finally does make her 

flight to freedom she describes herself as entering a realm of escape that is Gothic 

nonetheless.  Setting out, she declares: “The night was so intensely dark that I could see 

nothing. . . . Large drops of rain were falling, and the darkness bewildered me” (96).  

After casting one last look at her children before leaving them for freedom, she heads 

“forth into the darkness and rain” (Jacobs 97).  But, even more than the dark mood of 

such descriptions, the real physical dangers of the natural world stand in her way.  

Having recently run away from Mr. Flint’s property, Linda Brent’s first close call comes 

when she flees her temporary hiding spot and “concealed [her]self in a thicket of bushes.”  

“There I remained in agony any fear for two hours,” Jacobs writes (98).  “Suddenly, a 

reptile of some kind seized my leg.  In my fright, I struck a blow which loosened its hold, 
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but I could not tell whether I had killed it; it was so dark, I could not see what it was; I 

only knew it was something cold and slimy” (Jacobs 98).  As it turns out, “the bite was 

poisonous,” and the “pain had become intense” (98).  Luckily, a friend offers a folk 

remedy that eases her discomfort.  Nevertheless, the danger is clear: while on the run 

from slaveholders who try to capture her, Linda finds that nature is not necessarily a safe 

refuge. 

This point is made even more vividly a short time later, when Jacobs writes of 

having to seek temporary asylum in the nearby “Snaky Swamp,” as she calls it (112).  

With Mr. Flint’s pursuits renewed, Linda Brent needs a more secure hiding place until 

she can be conveyed to the North; in the interim, until her Uncle finds a better way to 

conceal her, she follows her friend Peter into the swamp.  Jacobs admits: “My fear of 

snakes had been increased by the venomous bite I had received, and I dreaded to enter 

this hiding-place” (112).  Despite such fears, she “was in no situation to choose,” and she 

“gratefully accepted the best that [her] poor, persecuted friends could do” (Jacobs 112).  

That “best,” however, turns out to be a dreadful experience that leaves her traumatized.  

Once Peter has “cut a path through bamboos and briers of all descriptions,” she takes a 

“seat made among the bamboos” (112).  But on the way, as she puts it, “we were covered 

with hundreds of mosquitos” that “so poisoned my flesh that I was a pitiful sight to 

behold” (112).  Even worse, she “saw snake after snake crawling round” which “were 

larger than any [she] had ever seen” (112).  “To this day,” she confesses, “I shudder when 

I remember that morning. . . . [T]he number of snakes increased so much that we were 

continually obliged to thrash them with sticks to keep them from crawling over us” (112-
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13).  Because of the “heat of the swamp, the mosquitos, and the constant terror of 

snakes,” she is reluctant ever to return to the “horrid swamp” (113).   

Readers familiar with Jacobs’s story know very well the horrific fate she does 

endure—the alternative to hiding in the swamp.  Seeking refuge in her grandmother’s 

house, Jacobs willingly secretes herself behind a “loophole of retreat” in the attic—a tiny 

garret “only nine feet long and seven feet wide” (114).  It is in this cramped space that 

she hides for the next seven years, rarely finding the opportunity or means to leave its 

claustrophobic walls.  Much has been made about the Gothic qualities of her confinement 

for so long, and it does seem that Jacobs consciously reworks the trope of the 

“madwoman in the attic” for her own purposes.  But rather than repeat those good 

arguments here, I’d like simply to suggest that this fate she does choose—holed up in this 

tight space to the point that her health begins to fail—seems to her a better one than that 

which she would face in the Snaky Swamp.12  For Jacobs, the continual torture of what is 

almost a live burial is preferable to the dangers of the swamp or woods.   

Kari Winter argues convincingly that “the main task of the Gothic heroine is to 

uncover and name the horrors that fill her world” (Winter 12).  This is precisely what 

Linda Brent, in Incidents in the Life, does.  The horrors that she reveals are often those 

shared by nearly every other slave: the threat of abuse from vicious owners, the persistent 

struggle for sustenance, and the fear of having her family divided and sold, among many 

many others.  But in addition to these, Jacobs also presents her readers with a snapshot of 

the Gothic landscapes of the U.S. South.  As presented in her book, the natural world 

offers little solace, save for the potential to operate as a vehicle to freedom.  As with 
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Douglass, that natural world is brimming with obstacles that threaten to stifle escape.  

Because sexual vulnerability is an issue in Jacobs’s book in ways that it could never be 

for Douglass, however, Jacobs has even more to fear in the fields and woods of North 

Carolina.  Certainly she faces the same threats from the terrain and the animals that live 

in it, but for her, more safety can be found indoors, in town, and among company than in 

the solitude of the outdoors, because the threat of rape persists anytime she is alone in a 

public or common space.  Thus her narrative acts of resistance take on a slightly different 

meaning than those found in Douglass’s work.  When Jacobs’s portrays her master as a 

vicious animal, she implies that he is not only cruel and malicious, but also a sexual 

predator.  Consequently, for those interested in studying representations of nature in 

American literature, Jacobs’s book offers an intriguing portrait of the natural world as 

anything but pastoral retreat.   

 

*   *   * 

I opened this chapter with mention of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Dred: A Tale of 

the Great Dismal Swamp in part because that novel, more than any other at the time, 

established the swamp as a setting in the American literary imagination.  Stowe’s 

narrative is long and complicated, but its events are loosely based on Nat Turner’s 

rebellion—the infamous slave revolt of 1831 that, while ultimately unsuccessful, left 

many white slaveholders terrified of further slave insurrection.  The revolt itself was over 

within two days, but Nat Turner, the ringleader, hid in a swamp and was able to remain 

undetected for several months.13  In Stowe’s novel, Dred is the name of the rebellious 
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slave, a man living in exile from white society because of his revolutionary tendencies.  

His refuge is the Great Dismal Swamp of North Carolina and Virginia, and Dred has 

become so accustomed to this landscape that he “moved about [it] with as much ease as a 

lady treads her Turkey carpet” (Stowe 1: 341).  As her title suggests, Stowe’s swamp 

plays a central role in the novel; she locates this particular landscape and its 

impenetrability as the site of slave resistance.  Her Dismal Swamp harbors a refugee 

camp which slaves are able to enter and leave at will, yet one that no white person seems 

to be able to find.14  I bookend this chapter with references to Stowe’s book because it 

calls attention to the centrality of certain types of landscapes within the slave experience.  

More importantly, it also suggests there is something Gothic about those landscapes. 

Because “the authors were more concerned with survival in the material natural 

world,” explains Kari Winter, “slave narratives do not devote much space to describing 

an idea of nature” (Winter 134).  Indeed, when natural settings appear in narratives such 

a Douglass’s and Jacobs’s, they usually are involved in the slave’s struggle for survival.  

As these two narratives make very clear, nature is no refuge.  It is as much a source of 

dread and harm as it is a retreat or escape route.  Douglass published his Narrative in the 

same summer that Thoreau went to the woods “to live deliberately,” but the essential 

facts of nature that Douglass writes about couldn’t be more different from those that 

Thoreau encounters at Walden Pond.  Douglass’s natural world is filled with fear, pain, 

and a crushing, claustrophobic sense of enclosure.  Jacobs, too, writes of her natural 

surroundings in an ambivalent way.  But for her, the seclusion that can be found in nature 
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also harbors the threat of sexual violence.  It is always there, and she can only feel 

relative safety in the urban centers of the Northeast. 

Just as Douglass and Jacobs represent the natural world as an ambivalent site of 

potential violence, they also appropriate the conventions of the Gothic in ways that no 

white American authors do.  Instead of using the Gothic mode to confront deep seated 

cultural incongruities, they employ it as a tool to fight back.  By taking the very language 

of the slaveholders and turning it against them, Douglass and Jacobs successfully 

represent their masters and overseers as debased, animalistic monsters.  In effect, they use 

the Gothic mode to reveal the horrors barely concealed beneath “civilized” white society.  

To do this, both authors constantly draw from natural imagery and symbolism, a fact that 

suggests just how deeply the slaves feared the dangers of the natural world.  Moreover, 

they knew that such figurative language would also evoke the desired responses of fear 

and shock among their white audiences.  In the end, the same threats that have always 

been found in nature—carnivorous animals, poisonous reptiles, treacherous landscapes, 

and so on—are the very metaphors Douglass and Jacobs use to show their readers the 

almost unspeakable truths of slavery.   

I’ve presented here a cursory reading of two important slave narratives, but much 

more remains to be said about the range and scope of African American slave 

representations of nature.  My intention has not been to be comprehensive.  Rather, I 

simply wish to make the point that scholars who study nature in American literature 

cannot possibly understand its full history unless they include in their analyses those texts 

written by slaves.  Because the experience of the natural world for most black slaves was 
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so profoundly different from that of the typical educated intellectual of the North such as 

Brown or Thoreau, their respective written representations of nature differ radically.  As 

Michael Bennett has argued, “[s]lavery changed the nature of nature in African American 

culture, necessitating a break with the pastoral tradition developed within European 

American culture” (Bennett 205).  That break with the pastoral tradition led many slave 

authors to seek an alternative, one that they found in the literary Gothic. 

In truth, it is very likely that African American voices have so often been omitted 

from the canons of nature writing and ecocritical study precisely because they tell a 

different story about the nature of nature in the United States.  As I have suggested earlier 

in the Introduction, ecocriticism has too often been used as a tool that scholars use to sift 

through texts in search of particular ideological approaches they wish to advocate.  I fear 

that ecocriticism will continue to be used as a means to read African American literature 

with an eye out for nascent “ecological” or “environmental” messages.  To do so, it 

seems to me, is to miss the point.  Instead of reading texts such as Douglass’s or Jacobs’s 

for messages that critics wish to find, they’d better serve the texts by reading them for 

what is actually there.  As Douglass and Jacobs and countless others show, the natural 

world of the southern states was often terrifying for a slave, even at the same time it 

functioned as a refuge and an escape mechanism.  Such a conflict of views underscores 

the severity of the slave’s condition. 

 When examined for what they do offer in terms of representations of nature, as I 

have shown, slave narratives provide a sharply defined alternate experience, one that runs 

concurrently alongside the romanticized conceptions of nature that prevailed in the first 
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half of the nineteenth century.  Kari Winter has claimed that authors of Gothic fictions 

and slave narratives both “employed their imaginations not to invent but to identify 

sources of terror” (55).  If this is true, then authors such as Douglass and Jacobs identify 

the natural world as one of those sources of terror.  By doing so—and also by employing 

nature imagery to describe the horrors that slavery produces—they create a powerful 

counter tradition in American nature writing.  The “dark nature” they reveal indicates just 

how pervasive Gothic representations of nature are in American culture.  
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CONCLUSION: 

 

HERMAN MELVILLE IN THE AGE OF CHARLES DARWIN 

 

 

“Yes! for Nature teems, and the years are strong, 
And who can keep the tally o’ the names that fleet along!”  

—Herman Melville, “Bridegroom Dick” (1888) 
 
 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, American attitudes toward the natural 

world were changing rapidly, caused in part by the evolving makeup of United States 

culture and massive new developments in science and technology.  In one historian’s 

words, “the basic and almost universal conception of the period” was that it was “an age 

of transition” (Houghton 1).  The combined force of these transitions—in economics, 

religion, science, industrialization, and nearly every other aspect of life—led most people 

in the United States to begin seeing the world in ever-changing ways.  Of course, as the 

preceding chapters have illustrated, fearful attitudes toward nature in the United States 

had already significantly evolved, from the religious terror of the Puritans, who projected 

their spiritual fears onto the landscape, all the way to the authors of slave narratives, 

whose existence as slaves forced them to internalize those fears so that slavery itself 

became a sort of Gothic wilderness experience.  But despite all these shifts and 

modifications, in the mid-1800s there was a much more widespread and wholesale 

change in worldview than any that had come before. 

In this concluding chapter, my point is to demonstrate that during those middle 

and later years of the nineteenth century, fears of nature in the United States began to 

transform much more radically than they had over the preceding two centuries, largely 
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because of massive revolutions in scientific knowledge.  While many authors and texts 

could be used to illustrate these shifting paradigms, I present as a touchstone one of the 

most significant literary authors of that era, Herman Melville.  Melville’s work provides 

such a good example not only because his lifetime spans nearly the entire century (from 

1819 to 1891), but also because many of his texts embody the changing perspectives that 

U.S. culture at large was experiencing.  Most importantly, Melville adopts the Gothic 

mode to write about the unsettling aspects of these evolving views of nature.  

Observing the changing world over the course of Melville’s lifetime, biographer 

Andrew Delbanco notes that while the “most important intellectual event of Melville’s 

early years was the publication in 1836 of Emerson’s Nature,” by the 1890s when he died 

the work of Charles Darwin “had long destroyed Emerson’s romantic view of creation 

and replaced it with a vision of the natural world created by chance and filled with 

brutality” (Delbanco 3-4).  This change—from Emerson to Darwin—marks a major 

turning point in this lineage of “dark nature” that I am exploring.  Prior to the cultural 

moment that allowed Darwin’s theories to take hold, fears of nature arose largely from 

those older Puritan conceptions of nature as a source of spiritual and even supernatural 

danger, as well as from the very real threats that the landscape of the New World 

presented to early settlers.  But after the advent of Darwin’s theories, the essence of those 

fears changes irrevocably.  

With the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859 and The Descent of Man in 

1871, Darwin offered for the first time another way of understanding the world beside the 

commonly accepted story of Biblical creation.  He proposed the idea that plant and 
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animal species were not fixed, but rather prone to constant change and adaptation in 

response to environmental conditions.  Alongside this premise came the realization that 

many species that had once existed were now extinct, just as new species could evolve 

from mutations in existing species.  In short, the entire notion of a static divine creation 

was discarded for a conception of a universe in flux and given over to chance, constant 

competition, and struggle for survival.  Most significant and controversial, of course, was 

the idea that humankind—long viewed as separate from the rest of animal creation—was 

equally at the mercy of these natural processes.  Instead of having a divine origin, 

humankind was merely one species among a myriad of others, with no claim to spiritual 

ascendancy.  Needless to say, the philosophical and theological implications of these 

ideas were earthshaking.  If Darwin’s theories about the relationship between humankind 

and the rest of organic life were true, then, as Daniel Payne has put it, “a fundamental 

reappraisal of man’s place in the world was necessary” (73).  Or in the words of historian 

Walter Houghton, after Darwin’s theories about survival of the fittest became widely 

known, “nature became a battleground in which individuals and species fought for their 

lives and every acre of land was the scene of untold violence and suffering” (68).   

This new view of the world begins to find its way into Melville’s writing in the 

1850s; and, not coincidentally, when he first writes about this conception of nature he 

illustrates it in distinctly Gothic ways.  In later years, his writings about a post-Darwinian 

natural world lose their overt Gothic qualities, but it is significant that he employs the 

Gothic mode to write about these changing perceptions of nature early in his career.   
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Most readers do not associate Melville with the literary Gothic, but as Newton 

Arvin has observed, “[t]here can be no doubt of [Melville’s] familiarity with the writers 

of the Tale of Terror school” (33).  Indeed, we know that Melville was familiar with the 

early Gothic novels produced in England, having read, among others, Walpole’s Castle of 

Otranto, Beckford’s Vathek, Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, and Shelley’s 

Frankenstein.1  In his own fiction, Melville never fully embraced the genre or its 

conventions; with the possible exception of Pierre, none of his books could really be 

called “Gothic” novels.  Nevertheless, Melville often drew upon—sometimes heavily—

conventions borrowed from those earlier Gothic antecedents, recasting them for his own 

literary purposes.  As Nalini V. Shetty observes, Melville was “by no means 

unresponsive to the Gothic genre, and . . . he incorporated many of its techniques to 

convey his vision and version of the world” (Shetty 145).2 

My aim here is not to claim the full extent to which Melville borrowed and 

adapted aspects of the literary Gothic mode, nor is it to argue for any fundamental 

Gothicism in his wide-ranging oeuvre.  Instead, by focusing on a selective handful of 

texts ranging from Moby-Dick to his later poetry, I show that many of his descriptions of 

nature, especially in the pivotal years of the 1850s, carry Gothic overtones.  Just as 

important, those Gothic overtones collectively signal that significant intellectual shift in 

nineteenth-century American culture at large.  Simply put, Melville’s Gothic depictions 

of the natural world reveal a distinctly anti-Romantic, anti-Transcendental vision, one 

that parallels Darwin’s model of nature in which humans play a small and insignificant 

role in a violent, indifferent universe marked by perpetual struggle. 
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*   *   * 

One of the most well-known instances in which Melville subverts the early 

nineteenth-century romanticized ideal of nature can be found in Moby-Dick; or, the 

Whale (1851).  While the pages of Moby-Dick are filled with descriptions of the natural 

world and the creatures that inhabit it (most specifically the sperm whale), one particular 

scene brings into sharp focus Melville’s conception of a Gothicized nature.  In Moby-

Dick, Ishmael’s central quest might be considered a spiritual one.  Surely Ishmael seeks 

the whale, but unlike Captain Ahab, his desire for Moby-Dick never takes on the 

monomaniacal qualities that Ahab’s does.  Instead, Ishmael is preoccupied with the 

ocean, the vast, seemingly unending expanse of water that hides in its depths untold 

secrets.  To him, the oceans represent the elusive essence of the human condition.  Even 

though the ocean at times is astonishingly alien, inhuman, and other, it also serves as a 

mirror to the soul; as Ishmael himself says, “It is the image of the ungraspable phantom 

of life; and this is the key to it all” (Moby-Dick 20). 

 Just as so many other nineteenth-century Romantic writers explored the quest for 

personal, individual enlightenment, so too does Ishmael.  Not unlike Thoreau at Walden 

Pond, Ishmael seems to grapple with questions about the meaning of individualism, the 

relationship between the individual and the world, and the means by which an individual 

can discover truth, spiritual or otherwise.  Melville, through Ishmael’s narrative, 

confronts these issues.  To Ishmael, in at least one sense the sea seems to parallel Ralph 

Waldo Emerson’s Transcendental notion of the Over-Soul; it is a potentially all-
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pervading force that incorporates all humankind and to which everyone has access, given 

the proper frame of mind.  But unlike that of Emerson (and the rest of the 

Transcendentalists who followed in his wake), Melville’s—and Ishmael’s—version of a 

unifying spiritual truth is fraught with terror.  Whereas the generally benevolent Nature 

described by Emerson and often by Thoreau is edifying and ultimately sympathetic to 

humankind, Melville’s depiction of nature in Moby-Dick possesses a much darker edge.  

It is a nature that always threatens to consume and destroy, even when it seems to act as a 

Transcendental medium.  Thus, Ishmael’s spiritual quest for the truth of the self leads 

him to utter and profound loneliness by the end of the novel—a metaphysical “orphan” 

adrift on the seas of the world. 

 The link between darkness, death, despair and the image of the sea occurs as early 

as the first chapter in Moby-Dick, and even if the novel cannot be called a Gothic one, it 

frequently does draw from the mood and atmosphere of the literary Gothic.  Ishmael, 

after his famous introduction, explains that it is “high time to get to sea as soon as [he] 

can” whenever he feels the “damp, drizzly November in [his] soul,” when he discovers 

himself “involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses” (Moby-Dick 18).  Such a mood 

preoccupied by death urges him to seek the sea, for “as everyone knows, meditation and 

water are wedded forever” (19).  Clearly, to Ishmael at least, on a ship at sea is the best 

place to do some soul-searching.  Later, in the chapter “The Mast-Head,” this spiritual 

quest for self and images of the sea become explicitly linked.  Here Ishmael expounds 

upon the views from the loftiest perch on the ship, the mast-head, and he digresses into a 

narrative of “mast-heads” both ashore and at sea in which he considers great characters of 
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history, perched atop their own commemorative statues and atop their famous places in 

history.  In fact, Ishmael’s descriptions in “The Mast-Head” resemble that eighteenth-

century aesthetic notion of “prospects,” derived from Gilpin’s concept of the picturesque.  

From such a vantage point, the view might bring one closer to the divine.  As Ishmael 

describes it, when on the mast-head the sailor, “by the blending cadence of waves and 

thoughts,” 

at last he loses his identity; takes the mystic ocean at his feet for the 

visible image of that deep, blue, bottomless soul, pervading mankind and 

nature; and every strange, half-seen, gliding beautiful thing that eludes 

him; every dimly-discovered, uprising fin of some undiscernable form, 

seems to him the embodiment of those elusive thoughts that only people 

the soul by continually flitting through it.  In this enchanted mood, thy 

spirit ebbs away to whence it came; becomes diffused through time and 

space; like Wickliff’s sprinkled Pantheistic ashes, forming at last a part of 

every shore the round globe over.  (Moby-Dick 136) 

Riding aloft the mast-head, the sailor can begin to fathom the otherwise ineffable ocean, 

which here becomes the “deep, blue, bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature.”  

Passing through the world from this perch, the “spirit ebbs away to whence it came” and 

the person is left “diffused through space and time.”  The language here recalls 

Emerson’s famous passage from Nature, in which he becomes a “transparent eye-ball” 

through which “the currents of the Universal Being circulate” (Emerson 29). 
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 But Melville’s version of enlightenment and oneness with the world differs in 

important ways, ones that suggest it is a fundamentally Gothic experience.  First, the site 

of Ishmael’s spiritual understanding is not some benevolent New England woods; 

instead, it is on the much more dangerous ocean—that same natural force that the first 

generations of Puritan settlers so feared.  Moreover, the ocean that contains the 

“bottomless soul” is also peopled by sharks and other denizens of the deep: “uprising 

fin[s] of some undiscernable form” flit through Ishmael’s spiritual ether of the sea.   

Furthermore, the danger implicit in the soul-searching that Ishmael embarks on is also 

more explicitly rendered in “The Mast-Head.”  Immediately after his description of this 

transcendental moment on the mast-head, he explains that “while this sleep is on ye, this 

dream is on ye, move your foot or hand an inch, slip your hold at all; and your identity 

comes back in horror. . . . And perhaps, at midday, in the fairest weather, with one half-

throttled shriek you drop through that transparent air into the summer sea, no more to rise 

forever” (Moby-Dick 136).  Thus the prospect that brings such worldly and spiritual 

enlightenment, like the mast-head, is always a slippery one, and the smallest misstep can 

push a person over the brink of danger. 

 This is the threshold between two worlds—or two ways of seeing the world—that 

marks the Gothic mode.  The sea is an apt image for this double-edged conception of the 

self and the world.  On the surface of the ocean lies an awesome beauty and evidence of 

unbending power, but beneath those waves, ultimately, lies a bottomless abyss—a realm 

of darkness and death that has claimed countless lives.  Such a dual image is echoed in 

Ishmael’s well-known ruminations on the whiteness of the whale, as well.  To him, the 
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typically benign symbol of “whiteness” is all too easily transformed into a horrific 

abomination.  To put it another way, in Ishmael’s words, “Though in many aspects this 

visible world seems formed in love, the invisible spheres were formed in fright” (165).  

In Gothic moments such as this one on the mast-head, the otherwise “invisible spheres . . 

. formed in fright” come rushing to the forefront. 

Both Melville and Ishmael repeatedly equate the unfathomable sea with the 

depths of the human soul or spirit, suggesting that at key moments a person—if looking 

from the proper perspective—is allowed to plumb those depths.  Yet all the while the 

terror of the sea persists; it is a harsh, unforgiving entity that can so easily swallow up the 

careless and unsuspecting.  Moby-Dick, then becomes the living embodiment of this 

oceanic image, and Ahab’s search for the ubiquitous whale is thus not too far off from 

Ishmael’s desire to understand the nature of the self.  In the end, Melville depicts 

Ishmael’s spiritual quest as a dangerous one.  The “key” to the “ungraspable phantom of 

life” always threatens to destroy.  By the end of Moby-Dick, all the characters but 

Ishmael have been swallowed by the ocean, with Ishmael left clinging to a coffin floating 

in the sea.  As the novel’s epilogue makes clear, there is no real hope in the quest Ishmael 

embarked on.  Despite his grandiose reasons for going to sea, or maybe because of them, 

he is at last rendered an “orphan” to be picked up by a passing ship (427).   

 

*   *   * 

One likely source of this pessimistic outlook in Moby-Dick, as many critics have 

noted, is Melville’s visit in November 1841 to the Galápagos Islands in the South Pacific, 
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off the coast of Peru and Ecuador.  Sailing with the whaleship Acushnet, he and the other 

crewmembers spent several weeks cruising for whales near these islands, at one point 

stopping ashore on a hunting expedition for the tortoises that populate them.  He visited 

the island chain once again the following year, while aboard the Charles and Henry.  

Brief as the visits were, Melville’s experiences on these desolate islands affected him 

profoundly, and he later transformed his impressions of the landscapes of the Galápagos 

into a series of sketches called “The Encantadas, or Enchanted Isles,” first published in 

1854.3  Much has been written about his famous sketches of these “enchanted” lands, and 

I call attention to “The Encantadas” here because they provide the most powerful 

example of the way Melville employs the Gothic mode to write about the natural world.  

Like the authors and texts examined in previous chapters, Melville too offers up a grim 

vision of a potentially menacing natural world.  But as I’ve suggested, unlike those earlier 

authors, in “The Encantadas” (and in later texts) the menace seems not to come from 

older, culturally repressed fears of nature, but rather from fears arising out of changes in 

nineteenth-century thought.  In short, the Gothicized elements in “The Encantadas” signal 

a turning point in cultural perceptions about nature and humankind’s relationship to it. 

The cultural significance of the Galápagos Islands becomes even more important 

when we remember that it was these very same islands that Charles Darwin had visited in 

1835, aboard the H.M.S. Beagle (six years before Melville’s first visit).  Darwin was the 

ship’s naturalist, and it was while studying animal and plant life on these islands that he 

first encountered the “apparent aberration[s] in divine management” that led to his later 

theories of natural selection and evolution (Worster 118-19).  Darwin later described his 
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encounters with “The Encantadas” in his 1839 Journal of Researches (later known as 

Voyage of the Beagle), a text that Melville may have read while aboard his own sailing 

expedition home from the Galápagos.4  In any case, while Melville was certainly no 

Darwinian scientist, his experiences on the Galápagos islands produced an important text 

that anticipates the pessimistic view of nature that Darwin’s theories would later 

encourage.   

In “The Encantadas,” Melville describes the setting of his sketches in ways that 

suggest a conscious use of a Gothic landscape.  What makes the Encantadas so alarming 

is their absolute alien otherness: “It is to be doubted whether any spot of earth can, in 

desolateness, furnish a parallel to this group,” Melville writes (Piazza 126).  He then 

compares them to other more traditional Gothic settings, suggesting that something about 

these islands makes them even worse.  “Abandoned cemeteries of long ago, old cities by 

piecemeal tumbling to their ruin, these are melancholy enough,” he says, but because 

those cemeteries and cities “had once been associated with humanity they still awaken in 

us some thoughts of sympathy, however sad” (126).  Melville’s implication is clear.  The 

Encantadas have never been “associated with humanity,” so there is nothing there that 

can “awaken in us some thoughts of sympathy.”  All they offer for any human visitor is 

an “emphatic uninhabitableness” (126).  Their isolation is so profound that “the 

Encantadas refuse to harbor even the outcasts of the beasts. . . . No voice, no low, no 

howl is heard; the chief sound of life here is a hiss” (127).  As a setting, these islands are 

utterly inhospitable, a place where the sounds of existence are reduced to an unintelligible 

hiss. 
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As barren and desolate as he describes them, Melville pushes the Gothic 

implications of his tale further by suggesting that the Encantadas are the way they are 

because they are cursed.  Simply put, the islands are affected by a “special curse,” which 

“is that to them change never comes” (Piazza 126).  The “spell-bound desertness” of the 

“the woe-begone landscape” remains in perpetuity, with no chance for any alteration 

(128, 129).  In Melville’s words, the islands, “to one upon the shore, appear invariably 

the same: fixed, cast, glued into the very body of cadaverous death” (128).  The curse, 

then, is that this world is what it is, with no hope for change.  Despite any efforts to find 

aesthetic and artistic value in nature, or to examine it searchingly for spiritual or 

intellectual truths, the only truth to be found in the natural landscape is a tale of 

“cadaverous death.”5 

 It seems clear that with “The Encantadas” Melville is at least in part critiquing the 

efforts of contemporary nineteenth-century travel writers, who filled their pages with 

picturesque imagery and long descriptions of beautiful landscapes found in exotic places.  

He certainly does employ the narrative voice of a travel writer, but his descriptions of the 

islands are anything but pleasurable.  In fact, the figurative language he uses suggests the 

trappings of earlier Gothic fictions.  For example, he writes that the island’s “sides are 

split with dark cavernous recesses, as an old cathedral with its gloomy lateral chapels” 

(Piazza 138).  Because Melville uses Gothic architecture as a means to describe the 

landscape, it is no wonder that the landscape itself seems to be home to strange and 

fantastic beings.  As he explains, “[d]rawing nigh one of these gorges from sea after a 

long voyage, and beholding some tatterdemallion outlaw, staff in hand, descending its 
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steep rocks toward you, conveys a very queer emotion to a lover of the picturesque” 

(138).  For those used to the aesthetic conventions of the picturesque in travel writing, 

Melville implies, the Encantadas will repeatedly thwart those expectations with 

something more “queer.”  As his strange travelogue demonstrates, these islands call 

attention not to beauty but to horror. 

Long after the narrator leaves the islands, this unearthly landscape continues to 

haunt him, undermining his more pleasant rambles through the more familiar nature back 

home in the northeastern United States.  Melville writes: 

when leaving the crowded city to wander out July and August among the 

Adirondack Mountains, far from the influences of towns and 

proportionally nigh to the mysterious ones of nature; when at such times I 

sit me down in the mossy head of some deep-wooded gorge, surrounded 

by prostrate trunks of blasted pines, and recall, as in a dream, my other 

and far-distant rovings in the baked heart of the charmed isles . . . I can 

hardly resist the feeling that in my time I have indeed slept upon evilly 

enchanted ground.  (Piazza 129) 

Even though he is able to venture forth into the celebrated landscapes of the United States 

northeast, the narrator cannot shake off his memories of “this other and darker world” he 

discovered in the Encantadas (127).  Once he has wandered onto this “evilly enchanted 

ground” he is changed.  In a similar fashion as Rowlandson returning to safety from 

captivity in the wilderness or Douglass escaping the wilderness of slavery to a haven in 

the North, Melville’s narrator remains haunted by his brush with a Gothicized natural 
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world, forced to conclude that “[i]n no world but a fallen one could such lands exist” 

(127).  As Donald Worster has described it, “[a] nature capable of making such 

landscapes was not a force to be altogether trusted anywhere” (121). 

The Gothic curse that permeates these islands in Melville’s imagination takes on 

another manifestation, as well, one that hints further at the dark side of his conception of 

the natural world.  The essence of this second curse is embedded in the other name for the 

Encantadas: the Gallipagos, as Melville spells it—a name that suggests “a superstition, 

not more frightful than grotesque” (Piazza 128).  Galápagos, in Spanish, means 

“tortoise,” which happens to be “the peculiar reptile inhabitant of these wilds” (128).  The 

Encantadas, we quickly learn, are densely populated by these large reptiles.  And their 

curse, Melville tells us, is that “all wicked sea-officers . . . are at death (and in some 

cases, before death) transformed into tortoises; thenceforth dwelling upon these hot 

aridities” (128-29).  The tortoises themselves embody a sort of cursed desolation: 

“Lasting sorrow and penal hopelessness are in no animal form so suppliantly expressed 

as in theirs” (129).  Melville imagines that the reptiles are imprisoned on the island 

because they are “victims of a penal, or malignant, or perhaps downright diabolical 

enchanter” (129).    

The exact identity of that “penal,” “malignant,” or “diabolical enchanter” is never 

revealed, but Melville’s suggestion is that the “enchanter” is the force or forces that 

control the universe—be it God, nature, or something else.  This force, whatever it is, 

curses the tortoises to continuously move forward, even against objects that will not give.  

The narrator observes that he has “known them in their journeyings [to] ram themselves 
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heroically against rocks, and long abide there, nudging, wriggling, wedging, in order to 

displace them, and so hold their inflexible path.  Their crowning curse is their drudging 

impulse to straightforwardness in a belittered world” (Piazza 132).  Indeed, Melville’s 

tortoises, those nameless specters that haunt the Encantadas, not only suggest a certain 

futility about life in this universe; they also point toward a fundamental darkness in the 

world.  They are described as having a belly with a “faint yellowish or golden tinge,” and 

they can be turned over to “expose their bright sides without the possibility of their 

recovering themselves . . . But after you have done this, and because you have done this, 

you should not swear that the tortoise has no dark side.  Enjoy the bright, keep it turned 

up perpetually if you can, but be honest and don’t deny the black” (130).   

It would seem that these two-sided tortoises function as a metaphor for the human 

condition, of ceaseless action that never amounts to much at all.  “The Encantadas,” as a 

series of sketches, perpetually refuses to allow us to “deny the black” side of nature, and 

these tortoises are a constant reminder of that.  For example, having brought several 

specimens back on board his ship, Melville’s narrator writes about these creatures as if 

they were relics from a primitive and ancient world.  “They seemed newly crawled forth 

from beneath the foundations of the world,” he says, and they are marked by “dateless, 

indefinite endurance” (131).  More importantly, just as the narrator could not erase the 

image of the islands themselves from his imagination, this strange vision of cursed 

tortoises condemned to live in a desolate natural landscape haunts him even more.  Back 

at home, strange apparitions cause him to wonder if he is prone to “optical delusion”: 
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For often in scenes of social merriment, and especially at revels held by 

candle-light in old-fashioned mansions, so that shadows are thrown into 

the further recesses of an angular and spacious room, making them put on 

a look of haunted undergrowth of lonely woods, I have drawn the attention 

of my comrades by my fixed gaze and sudden change of air, as I have 

seemed to see, slowly emerging from the imagined solitudes, and heavily 

crawling along the floor, the ghost of a gigantic tortoise, with “Memento 

****” burning in live letters upon its back.  (129) 

This Gothic image of the “spectre-tortoise” crystallizes the symbolism of the ghostly 

animal (130).  In the company of fellow humans, in social settings far away from the 

enchanted Galápagos, the narrator continues to see the spectral image of the tortoise 

“heavily crawling along the floor.”  Most important, though, are the words carried on the 

dark side of its shell.  Of course, the omitted word in Melville’s phrase is “Mori,” and this 

spectre-tortoise arises unbidden in order to remind the narrator that the flipside of the 

“bright” view of nature is a dark symbol of death.   

As if to emphasize this point, in a brilliant symbolic turn of events, Melville’s 

narrator gestures toward a universe governed by violence and struggle.  Even though 

these tortoises give the narrator a “wild nightmare,” he nevertheless sits down the 

following night to “a merry repast from tortoise steaks and tortoise stews” (Piazza 132-

33).  Despite his philosophic musings about the symbolism of the tortoises, he still eats 

them, thereby enacting the most basic drama of the universe: the struggle to eat or be 

eaten, Darwin’s notion of the survival of the fittest.  Perhaps it is this very action and 
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awareness that truly haunts the narrator once he has returned to relatively normal life on 

land.  Despite his return to the comforts of “social merriment” in “old-fashioned 

mansions” or his rambles in the Adirondack Mountains, he cannot forget the memento 

mori hiding disguised, always nearby.  This narrator, too, has participated in the endless 

eating and being eaten of the natural world. 

Melville, like his narrator, certainly brought the vision of nature he learned in the 

Galápagos home with him, and that vision seemed to grow even darker over the 

subsequent decades.  Ten years after “The Encantadas” appeared in The Piazza Tales, 

Melville published a post-Civil War collection of poetry, Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the 

War (1866).  Many of the poems in Battle-Pieces extend the vision of nature found in 

“The Encantadas,” emphasizing once again a bleak view of the natural world and the 

forces that drive it.  In these poems, Melville seems to be reacting to a view of war that 

wants to overemphasize its importance, perhaps even romanticize it.  Those willing to 

fight in a war, his poetry suggests, often exaggerate their sense of righteousness to the 

point that they overlook the actual horrors of violent battle.  Moreover, the inflated sense 

of patriotism and self-importance that war engenders gets in the way of understanding the 

fleeting nature of human events in the larger order of the universe.  As biographer 

Andrew Delbanco puts it, “Battle-Pieces, like [Melville’s novel] Pierre, was a book 

about the futility of heroic gestures in the face of massive force” (270).  Of course, 

Melville by no means discounts the efforts or results of the Civil War.  The “Supplement” 

to Battle-Pieces makes clear that he sees the end of the war as “an advance for our whole 

country and for humanity” (Poems 182).  But at the same time that Melville seems to 
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commemorate the war, his poems and that “Supplement” also suggest a view of the world 

in which humans play but an insignificant part, and the grandiose battles of the Civil War 

become a metaphor for what are ultimately futile struggles in an apparently godless 

universe.  It is as if the valiant soldiers—and by extension all human endeavors—become 

like the tortoises in “The Encantadas,” whose “crowning curse is their drudging impulse 

to straightforwardness in a belittered world.” 

The poem “Shiloh, a requiem” offers a fine example of how Melville is able to 

juxtapose the brief, intense violence of the war with the quiet indifference of the natural 

world.  The short, 19-line poem begins by describing “swallows” over the now-famous 

battlefield at Shiloh; they “fly low / Over the field in clouded days, / The forest-field of 

Shiloh” (Melville, Poems 81).  These birds remind the poem’s narrator of the days of that 

battle—the swallows soar “Over the field where April rain / Solaced the parched ones 

stretched in pain” (Poems 81).  Melville here is careful to align this scene of human battle 

with a “forest-field,” the whirling swallows, and “April rain.”  Notably, his first emphasis 

is on the non-human; the soldiers are not mentioned until the sixth line of the poem.  

Having established this focus on the natural world, the narrative then moves from the 

non-human to the human—not the other way around.  In this natural setting stands a “log-

built” church that, during that April 1862 fight, once “echoed to many a parting groan” 

but now stands “so lone” in the field (81).  At this building “dying foemen mingled 

there,” but “now they lie low” (81, 82).  Over them, as the poem carefully emphasizes in 

its final lines, “the swallows skim, / And all is hushed at Shiloh” (82).  On one level, this 

poem memorializes the soldiers who died at Shiloh by creating a peaceful and serene 
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scene in which to remember them: they suffered, to be sure, but the poem’s tone suggests 

rest and quiet rather than violence and pain.  At the same time, however, the poem robs 

those very same soldiers of any agency, leaving them “hushed” and nearly forgotten.  The 

empty log church remains, as do the field and the trees, but the swallows are the only 

active force present, and they simply skim the fields without paying any heed to what 

human events might have happened there. 

This contrast between a lasting natural world and an ephemeral human world 

appears in a slightly different form in the poem in Battle-Pieces called “Malvern Hill.”  

Like Shiloh, Malvern Hill was also the site of a Union victory, and it, too, becomes for 

Melville a setting more important than the human events that took place there.  The 

speaker in the poem, in contrast to that of “Shiloh,” actually addresses the forest on the 

hill, asking it a question: “Ye elms that wave on Malvern Hill / In prime of morn and 

May, / Recall ye how McClellen’s men / Here stood at bay?” (Melville, Poems 83-83).  

The narrator follows this question by presenting a scene of “rigid comrades” dead “deep 

within yon forest dim,” “[s]ome with the cartridge in their mouth, / Others with fixed 

arms lifted south” (84).  After this description of death comes a recollection of the battles 

of “Seven Nights and Days” that were filled with “march and fast, retreat and fight,” all 

of which leads to a second question posed to the trees: “Does the elm wood / Recall the 

haggard beards of blood?” (84).  Finally, after considering the retreat and death of 

countless soldiers—“the sod what thousands meet!”—the poem’s narrator asks a third 

time: “Does Malvern Wood / Bethink itself, and muse and brood?” (84).  Over and over, 

Melville juxtaposes the woods on the hill with the human violence that occurred there, 
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asking if the forest remembers those human events of the past.  By so doing, he calls 

attention to the distance between the human events and the enduring natural setting in 

which those events took place. 

To underscore this distance, the elms reply.  Unusual as it is for Melville to 

personify nature so as to give it an actual voice, the trees on Malvern Hill speak.  Their 

answer, however, is not likely what the narrator wishes to hear.  “We elms of Malvern 

Hill / Remember every thing;” they say, “But sap the twig will fill; / Wag the world how it 

will, / Leaves must be green in Spring” (84).  Here the human narrator, who lost so many 

of his “comrades” in the fight on Malvern Hill, wonders if the trees who witnessed the 

battle remember that day.  He seems preoccupied not only with the logistic and strategic 

implications that the battle had for the war (by asking about how McClellen, the Union 

General who held his ground on the Hill, “here stood at bay”), but also with the horrors 

of the physical violence of that day: the “ghastly plight” and the “haggard beards of 

blood” (84).  To this narrator, these events were so deeply affecting that he is able to 

imagine that the very trees themselves “brood” and “muse” over that bloody fight.  But 

the elms set him straight and, like the swallows in “Shiloh,” they point to the indifferent 

attitude the non-human natural world takes toward seemingly important human events.  

Yes, the elms “remember every thing,” but despite how the human “world” will “wag” 

about its concerns, the trees have their own duties to natural cycles and processes whose 

focus is not solely human. 

 These two poems from Battle-Pieces illustrate Melville’s interest in the tensions 

between the will to memorialize and the shortness and relative insignificance of human 
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memory in the face of the larger natural world.  This tension is most apparent in the final 

series of poems of Battle-Pieces that originally carried the title “Verses Inscriptive and 

Memorial.”  While all the poems of Battle-Pieces could be seen as memorials of one sort 

or another, these final poems focus specifically on monuments themselves, the ways that 

people memorialize the war and those who died in it.6  However, as with “Shiloh” and 

“Malvern Hill,” these poems also subtly point to the ephemeral nature of human 

existence by calling attention more to the markers of the battles instead of the battles 

themselves.  For example, the poem “Inscription, for Marye’s Heights, Fredericksburg” 

describes Union soldiers “who crossed the flood / And climbed the hill,” only to find 

“deathful tumult” (Poems 135).  In the place where they fought and died now stands “this 

Stone”—the central object of the poem.  But this memorial stone becomes “[o]f more 

than victory the monument” (135).  Here Melville suggests that, yes, the stone 

commemorates victory, but it also points merely to the endurance of stone, which stands 

“[e]rect, where they were overthrown” (135).  Thus, while this poem and the memorial 

“Stone” act as monuments to the Civil War dead, they also quietly point to the durability 

of natural objects that dwarf human endeavors. 

 Similarly, this concept also appears in the poem “An Uninscribed Monument, on 

one of the battle-fields of the Wilderness.”  Here the title itself hints at the anonymity of 

those who died here; the monument itself is “uninscribed,” and the location—unlike 

nearly all of the poems in Battle Pieces—is no specific locale but rather simply “the 

Wilderness.”  The poem thus marks human effort in its most fleeting, inconsequential 

form.  The narrator (who seems to be the uninscribed monument itself) explains that 
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“Silence and Solitude” are able to say more than it “could never tell” about the “din 

which here befell” (Poems 136-37).  Likewise, the “iron cones and spheres of death”—

likely the fallen shells and bullets from weapons—are also able to “speak with more than 

animated breath” (137).  Although they might be able to speak, like the elms in “Malvern 

Hill,” these entities stand silent; those who witness the scene and are able to “[t]ake in the 

import of the quiet here” will also “silent stand— / Silent as I, and lonesome as the land” 

(137).  Simply put, because the monument here is never identified with a specific Civil 

War fight, it stands as a monument of a whole host of fights that have taken place on “the 

battle-fields of the Wilderness,” as the title implies.  Human history is rife with conflict, 

but more importantly, “yon piny wood” still stands as a mute witness to countless now-

hushed battles (137). 

 The great tension and irony in these poems of Melville’s Battle-Pieces, then, is 

that while the poems themselves seem to honor the countless lives lost during the battle 

of the Civil War, at the same time they also point towards the profound insignificance of 

all human struggle.  By repeatedly gesturing to the persistence of various aspects of non-

human nature, such as birds, trees, and silent stones, Melville demonstrates that much 

more is going on in the universe than the mere efforts of humans.  Such an ultimately 

bleak view is a logical extension of that presented in “The Encantadas,” only by the late 

1860s Melville seems to have discarded the explicit Gothic mode he used in his earlier 

representations of a dark natural world.  In its place is a much more resigned attitude; the 

battlefields in Battle-Pieces are not cursed—the natural world presented there simply 

exists as it is. 
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To emphasize the persistence of this point of view in Melville’s work, I conclude 

my analysis with one final poem—this one from Melville’s penultimate published 

volume, John Marr and Other Sailors (1888).  In many ways, the poems of John Marr 

present a version of the natural world similar to that seen developing from “The 

Encantadas” up to Battle-Pieces, but it does so much more overtly.  The poems of John 

Marr are ostensibly the recollections of a “sea-farer” named John Marr who, in his later 

years, invokes memories of his former shipmates and his experiences at sea as a means to 

assuage the loneliness of life on the “frontier-prairie” (Poems 263).  And while these 

poems do evoke this sailor’s past and the stories connected with the people in it, they also 

demonstrate a dark view of human agency in the world, one in which people drift about 

at the mercy of natural forces that render them ultimately insignificant.  The only truth in 

such a world, it would seem, is death. 

This profoundly unromantic vision of the natural world is most dramatically 

presented in Melville’s poem “The Aeolian Harp at the Surf Inn,” in which Melville 

consciously evokes the similarly-named 1795 poem by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, “The 

Eolian Harp.”  The Aeolian harp—a small box stretched with musical strings that, when 

placed in a window, reverberates with sound as the wind blows across it—is a common 

symbol in Romantic poetry, usually representing some version of what could be called 

the “romantic imagination.”  In this conception, the human mind becomes equated to the 

harp, played by the spirit of nature in the form of the wind.  In his own poem, Coleridge 

ponders:  
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And what if all of animated nature  

Be but organic Harps diversely framed,  

That tremble into thought, as o'er them sweeps  

Plastic and vast, one intellectual breeze,  

At once the Soul of each, and God of all?  (760) 

Of course, Coleridge quickly retracts this idea of an all-pervading Soul in the poem’s 

final stanza because it hints at a type of pantheism that he could not abide; but even so, 

the harp remains as a potent poetic symbol not only for nature’s relationship to the 

human, but also for a way that nature is able to speak.  In Coleridge’s version, “animated 

nature” is permeated by an “intellectual breeze” that represents a type of universal “Soul 

of each.”  The spirit (or wind) passes through the mind/body (or instrument) to make the 

intellectual and spiritual strings hum.   

In Melville’s “Aeolian Harp,” however, these forces prove to be something much 

less beneficent that those described by Coleridge.7  Whereas Coleridge’s harp produces a 

“delicious” “witchery of sound” that comes from “gentle gales from Fairy-Land,” 

Melville’s version creates a “wailing” and a “shrieking” “in plaintive key” (Coleridge 

760; Melville, Poems 290).  Moreover, while the harp in John Marr has its origins in 

“Fairy-Land” like Coleridge’s, Melville’s reference is to William Shakespeare’s play The 

Tempest.  Melville’s poet describes the harp’s music as “less a strain ideal / Than Ariel’s 

rendering of the Real” (290).  Ariel is the spirit of the weather and wind in Shakespeare’s 

play, so the link between Ariel and the music produced from the Aeolian harp is a logical 

one.  However, it is hard to forget that Ariel is also the spirit who conjures up the violent 
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tempest that marks the opening scene of the play; she holds the power to make the 

weather peaceful or violent according to her whim.  In other words, the Aeolian harp in 

John Marr produces not a “strain ideal” but rather a more accurate depiction of the forces 

of nature, ones that can be unpredictably helpful or hurtful.  

This depiction of nature—“What that Real is,” in Melville’s words—comes in the 

form of a “picture stamped in memory’s mint,” as the poem’s narrator describes it 

(Poems 290).  The picture that follows is a vivid description of a wrecked ship discovered 

by another ship called Phocion on a voyage from Spain to Baltimore.  In Melville’s 

description, the floundering ship is “a shaven wreck / Nameless” that floats “adrift, / 

Long time a thing forsaken” (291, 290).  All of its crew members are dead, and even 

though it moves “Pilotless on a pathless way,” the narrator describes the ship as if it had 

some sort of agency—it is at times “Heedless,” “Oblivious,” and “never shrinking” from 

collision (291).  Thus the ship functions as a dark memorial not only to lives lost, but to 

the unflinching ocean that took those lives and set the ship adrift.  Faced with this stark 

image, the narrator is left to lament “O, the sailors-O, the sails! / O, the lost crews never 

heard of!” (291).  He concludes, in the final lines, that “Well the harp of Ariel wails / 

Thoughts that tongue can tell no word of!” (291).  In other words, the harp—strummed 

by the fickle forces of nature that Ariel represents—plays only a song of death and loss.  

No tongue can tell any word of it because to be dead is to be robbed of a voice.  Ariel’s 

“wail” is thus a counterpart to the message hinted at in the “Uninscribed Monument” of 

Battle-Pieces: death defies naming, but is indelibly marked by the processes of the 

natural world that efface the self-proclaimed importance of humankind. 
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A thorough exploration of Melville’s poetry would reveal many more poems that 

depict a natural world permeated by struggles ending only in death, but my point should 

be abundantly clear by now.  Whether or not it can be attributed solely to Darwin’s 

influence, a new way of perceiving the natural world had come into play by the second 

half of the nineteenth century, and much of Melville’s work reflects those changes.  Gone 

were any hopes of reading transcendent truths in the book of nature, and absent were 

dreams that individual salvation or enlightenment might be obtained by encounters with 

natural spaces.  As Donald Worster has put it, by Melville’s later years “[t]he late 

Romantic cultivation of the cold shiver gave way to a more anxious, gloomy mood.  Like 

Melville, many began to see in the shadows of nature a tragic story in which they could 

simply no longer find pleasure” (Worster 126).  The United States—and Western culture 

at large—had crossed a divide over which there could be no return.  And the impact of 

this change on subsequent literature would be enormous. 
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Epilogue 

On December 26, 2004, a massive earthquake off the coast of Sumatra rocked the 

Indian Ocean and created an enormous tsunami, an immense wave whose rushing force 

slammed the coastlines of southeastern Asia, killing 275,000 people by some estimates.  

For many modern Americans, these numbers are simply too staggering to comprehend; 

there is simply no natural event within recent (or distant) memory that compares.  Less 

than a year later, the destructive power of nature came much closer to home, when on 

August 29, a Category 3 hurricane hit the southern U.S. coast on the Gulf of Mexico.  

Eventually, levees failed and the city of New Orleans sank beneath the floodwaters; 

nearly two thousand people died in the chaos that ensued. 

 To be sure, the disaster in New Orleans was a product of failures on many levels 

to prepare and respond adequately to the crisis.  Nevertheless, our modern media treats 

natural disasters as if they were horrible calamities that should somehow no longer have 

to occur.  But history tells us that what we call “disasters” are a regularly recurring aspect 

of the natural world.  What is most horrifying about them, it would seem, is how they 

reveal the absolute impotence of human culture in the face of nature.  To give them a 

meaningful human face, to try to contain them, we name those storms—turning them into 

characters.  Even so, the tsunami in the Indian Ocean leveled wealthy coastal resorts just 

as easily as it obliterated poor fishing villages.  In an age when humans seem to be able to 

control so much—through medicines, technology, and so on—these “acts of nature” 

come as a reminder that, as a species, we often are not in control at all.  One might be 

reminded again of the storm in the opening scene of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, in 
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which Gonzalo tells the sailors, “What cares these roarers for the name of a king?”  

Gonzalo’s plea, indeed, is old. 

  One of the primary goals of this dissertation has been to demonstrate that our 

fears of such violent natural events as these do have historical antecedents that, on the 

American continent, are at least as old as the seventeenth century.  When traced to 

Europe, their roots are even older.  It is a way of seeing the world that has been written 

about by everyone from William Bradford to Charles Brockden Brown, from Mary 

Rowlandson to Harriet Jacobs.  Fears of nature are prevalent even in the most 

unsuspecting of places, such as in the work of renowned nature writer Henry David 

Thoreau.  Indeed, these fears seem to permeate writing about nature on the North 

American continent. 

If this project were to be extended forward beyond the mid-nineteenth century, it 

would quickly become apparent just how much Darwin’s theories influenced later 

representations of Gothic nature.  If, as Darwin had posited, humankind had climbed up 

an evolutionary ladder, wouldn’t it be just as easy for someone to climb back down that 

same ladder?  A long line of novels on both sides of the Atlantic illustrate these fears 

about the potential for human degeneracy.  And even though the blurring of human and 

animal boundaries has always been a part of the Gothic nature writing tradition, in the 

wake of evolutionary science those fears take on a particularly biological quality.  For 

example, books like Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 

Hyde (1886) and H.G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896) explore the dangers of 

human degeneracy into bestial, pre-evolutionary forms.  In the twentieth century, this 
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Gothic tradition might include stories by literary naturalists such as Jack London, 

Stephen Crane, and Ernest Hemingway, as well as the science fiction and horror tales of 

H.P. Lovecraft.  In the World War II era it would begin to include post-atomic age 

apocalypse and monster films of the 1950s and beyond.  Before long, we are right back 

where we started, with the disaster-in-nature tales of the late-twentieth century. 

 A more rounded version of this project might also look to Europe, too, in the 

earlier centuries.  Certainly those earliest Gothic novels of Walpole and Radcliffe are rich 

in their descriptions of the natural world, and in the nineteenth century Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein (1818) not only provides a fruitful source of Gothic landscape descriptions 

but also offers a conscious critique of the dangers inherent in the advent of Enlightenment 

science.  Clearly, the lineage of Gothic nature writing that I have outlined here is far from 

comprehensive, and other approaches undoubtedly would enrich my analyses. 

 Limited though this present study may be, by beginning to explore the rich and 

varied genealogy of Dark Nature in America, I have illustrated a range of textual 

representations of nature that too often go overlooked in most ecocritical studies.  In the 

end, this study of the Gothic tradition of nature writing reveals that ecocriticism, even 

with its impressive growth and evolution over the past decade, has ignored a large body 

of literature about nature.  Once we understand this oversight and realize that the history 

of human interactions with nature is suffused with feelings of fear and terror, we must 

inevitably ask the question: Why hasn’t ecocriticism yet attended to representations of 

such fears?  The answer is not an easy one. 
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 In 2004, Michael P. Cohen published an essay entitled “Blues in the Green: 

Ecocriticism Under Critique,” and in it he takes stock of what the field has so far 

accomplished.  In the process, he unearths a difficult truth.  Ecocriticism, he observes, is 

often prone to a particular approach to texts—an approach characterized largely by praise 

and admiration instead of rigorous scholarly inquiry.  As I have already suggested in my 

discussion of Frederick Douglass and Harriet Jacobs, some ecocritics do indeed tend to 

read texts in search of the messages they want to hear, in order to reaffirm preexisting 

beliefs or values.  This is what Cohen calls the “praise-song” school of ecocriticism.  As 

he explains it, 

The praise school is in danger of forgetting that the critical task, at its best, 

requires an open inquiry.  Reading is not simply a consumer activity: 

Interesting critics do not simply choose ideas and authors that best fit a 

pre-arranged interior cognitive décor.  The purpose of subjecting texts and 

authors to critical inquiry is not simply to search for authority to buttress 

an argument or perspective.  Criticism is not the same as sermonizing; it 

must be able to entertain ideas as they are established.  Not simply 

descriptive, it requires making judgments, positive and negative, about the 

texts under inspection and about the critical perspective being used. 

Nevertheless, many ecocritics continue to value celebration.  (Cohen) 

To be sure, there is nothing wrong with celebrating the merits of a text—and the canons 

of nature writing are replete with many books worth praising.  But, as Cohen indicates, 

the role of the critic is also to dismantle and critique.  The answer to my previous 
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question, then, might be simple: Ecocritics haven’t paid much attention to what I call the 

Gothic tradition of nature writing because that tradition doesn’t tell the stories they wish 

to hear.  Instead of using ecocriticism as a tool to understand the aesthetic and cultural 

implications of representations of nature in specific texts, it becomes what John P. 

O’Grady has called an “ideological panning for gold.”  Texts are sifted through, and the 

ones that reveal the desired ecological story are retained.   

Because the textual lineage of a Gothicized dark nature I have explored offers a 

tale few people seek out, it goes primarily unnoticed.  But one of the other main goals of 

this project has been to illustrate just what an understanding of the Gothic mode can bring 

to ecocriticism.  In fact, reading nature writing through a dark Gothic lens might be the 

perfect means for expanding the boundaries of ecocriticism, since the Gothic inevitably 

finds its source in cultural contradictions.  Where Gothic nature exists, so too can be 

found competing perceptions of what that “nature” signifies.  From the writings of 

William Bradford all the way to Melville’s “The Encantadas,” the Gothic has 

demonstrated that perceptions of nature are always—and only—perceptions.  The value 

and attributes of what is called “nature” are always historically and culturally contingent, 

and that contingency is made clear over and over again in the texts I have examined.   

While the natural world in America has always been a source of persistent and 

real dangers, ranging from harsh weather and violent animals to diseases and famine, 

more often than not the primary threats encountered in Gothic nature writing are 

projections of the authors’ own cultural uncertainties, vis-à-vis their relationship to the 

natural world.  For example, the Puritans landing in the New World faced a fallen 
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landscape haunted by their own ideas of original sin, and they overlaid that landscape 

with their spiritual conception of wilderness as the devil’s realm.  Likewise, Charles 

Brockden Brown’s character Edgar Huntly approaches the wilderness of Pennsylvania 

with his Revolutionary War-era sense of national pride in the American landscape, but he 

soon discovers that the natural world still retains all those older forces that threaten to 

disrupt his conception of a rational Enlightenment self.  Again and again, nature in its 

many manifestations throws back and resists any attempts to contain or subdue its violent 

and unruly tendencies.  A careful attention to these Gothic representations of nature 

ultimately forces us to reconsider what we mean by “nature.”  The Gothic mode shows 

that for humans, on one level, nature is always a construct, one that is never very stable. 

It is easy to see the ways that so-called environmental attitudes and values have 

developed from that intellectual tradition that goes back at least to Emerson, through 

Thoreau, to John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, Edward Abbey, Terry Tempest 

Williams, and so many others.  There is much to be learned from reading these authors, 

and indeed they can tell us a lot about how we have reached our modern environmental 

movement.  My argument here, however, is that there is equally as much to be learned 

from historical representations of nature that run against that grain, that depict nature not 

only as un-Romantic, but as outright dangerous, violent, and terrifying.  As I previously 

stated, there may not be much of a scholarly interest in such stories, but there is certainly 

a popular interest.  This dissertation, then, is another voice in the growing chorus that 

seeks to expand the range and scope of ecocriticism. 
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Certainly the overall project of ecocriticism is necessary; it has never been my 

intention to discredit it.  Without a doubt, as Lawrence Buell has written recently, the 

“environmental crisis is a broadly cultural issue, not the property of a single discipline.  

All thinking persons have a stake in it.” (Buell, Future vi).  More importantly, in Buell’s 

words,  

For technological breakthroughs, legislative reforms, and paper covenants 

about environmental welfare to take effect, or even to be generated in the 

first place, requires a climate of transformed environmental values, 

perception, and will.  To that end, the power of story, image, and artistic 

performance and the resources of aesthetics, ethics, and cultural theory are 

crucial.  (Future vi) 

Indeed, the power of story, questions of value and meaning, are central not just to what 

ecocritics do as scholars and writers, but most importantly, to their role as teachers.  

Literature matters because it both reflects and shapes values in the real world outside of 

literary texts. 

If the major texts of the environmental movement teach us one history of values, 

we can also learn a different history—one perhaps less encouraging—by studying those 

that reveal fears of and anxieties about nature.  We have much to learn from 

Rowlandson’s brush with the wilderness, from Huntly’s travails in Norwalk, from 

Thoreau’s unsettling encounter with Katahdin, or from Douglass’s Gothic geography of 

escape.  Understanding the evolution of these alternative perceptions of nature not only 

can help us assess the variety of aesthetic representations of the world, but it might also 
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give us a more practical hint about how we’ve come to be where we are as a species: 

poised on the brink of destroying the very habitats and resources that keep us alive.   
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NOTES 

 

INTRODUCTION 

1. According to the show’s description on The Weather Channel website, Storm Stories 

“features the real-life experiences of survivors and rescuers who have battled Nature's 

most astonishing weather events.  These emotion-charged episodes bear witness to 

weather at its most unpredictable and most deadly, and to ordinary people who have 

faced a reality that none will soon forget.  Only the struggle of man against Nature, can 

create these dramatic and authentic stories.” 

2. A good overview of this recovered literary tradition can be found in Finch and Elder’s 

The Norton Book of Nature Writing, first published in 1990 and revised and updated in 

2002.  Another recent collection is Lyon’s This Incomparable Land: A Guide to 

American Nature Writing (2001). 

3. Fresonke’s article, in fact, is an extended book review of four recent books about 

American nature writing or nature writers.  See Fresonke, “Is Nature Necessary?”  

4. In addition to the entry in Raymond Williams’s Keywords, an accessible and 

comprehensive study of how “nature”—both as word and concept—has evolved over 

human history can be found in Peter Coates’s Nature: Western Attitudes since Ancient 

Times. 

 

CHAPTER I 

1. The drive for this first generation of Puritan Separatists to leave Leyden and travel to 

the New World was not an idealized mission to found a new nation based on their 
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religious convictions, as popular belief might have it.  Rather, “their migration was not so 

much an errand as it was a shrewd forecast,” as Perry Miller has explained it (Errand 3).  

The twelve years’ truce between Spain and the Netherlands was about to end the 

following year in 1621, and the group of Puritan Separatists in Leyden feared persecution 

from the Spanish Inquisition.  In William Bradford’s words, they “were fearful either to 

be entrapped or surrounded by their enemies so as they should neither be able to fight nor 

fly” (25).  Therefore, to avoid being caught up in the midst of a war, while they still had a 

chance they chose “removal to some other place” (Bradford 23). 

2. The precise date on which The Tempest was first performed remains uncertain, 

although most scholars place it in 1611.  Stephen Orgel, editor of the Oxford World’s 

Classics edition of the play, indicates that the “earliest reference to The Tempest is a 

record in the Revels Account of a performance at court on 1 November 1611” (Orgel 62).  

Whether or not this was the frst performance is unknown, but based on the dates of some 

of Shakespeare’s source materials for the play, scholars have deduced that “the earliest 

Shakespeare could have been working on The Tempest was in the last months of 1610” 

(Orgel 63).  

3. It is commonly accepted that one of Shakespeare’s source materials in writing The 

Tempest was an account of a 1609 shipwreck on the coast of Bermuda.  While nothing 

indicates that Shakespeare intended America to be the setting of his play, its story is 

certainly rooted in the transatlantic explorations of the early seventeenth century.  Leo 

Marx explores these connections in depth in The Machine in the Garden, concluding that 

“The Tempest may be read as a prologue to American literature” (72). 
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4. It is worth noting that William Wood was not a Puritan, even though he sailed with 

Puritans to Salem, Massachusetts in 1629 and lived among the Puritan colonists.  

Nevertheless, I include his writings here because he was certainly steeped in the Puritan 

culture of Massachusetts and could describe it accurately, even if he wasn’t a true 

believer himself.  See Alden T. Vaughan’s “Introduction” to New England’s Prospect, 

Wood 1-14. 

5. Keith Huntress, in Narratives of Shipwrecks and Disasters, 1586-1860, writes that 

“Seamen of the past could not avoid icebergs or wracking series of storms.  Violent 

hurricanes and typhoons—simply too powerful for any ship to withstand—spelled death 

for the incompetent or the able, the coward or the brave man.  Figures are hard to come 

by, but a compilation of wrecks and disasters published in the 1860s states: ‘In England it 

is calculated that about 5,000 natives of the British Isles yearly perish at sea’” (xix).   

6. In fact, most of the book-length studies of American Gothic fiction, which have 

flourished in the past decade and a half, tend to concur that an American Gothic tradition 

arose only in the very late eighteenth century—with Charles Brockden Brown—or early 

in the nineteenth.  Few, if any, see the roots of such a tradition in the earlier writing of the 

seventeenth century.  That said, Theresa Goddu does read Crèvecoeur as a source of the 

Gothic, and Karen Halttunen, who writes about an “American Gothic imagination” and 

not a Gothic literary form, pushes her study into New England Puritan life of the 

seventeenth century.   

7. Josselyn, like Wood, was also a non-Puritan, but his records of travel and descriptions 

of natural history duly capture popular seventeenth-century beliefs about the flora and 
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fauna in the New England colonies.  His description of the sea-serpent off the coast of 

Cape Ann is the earliest recording of a popular folk legend that still persists even today. 

8. It is difficult for most of us to think seriously about magic today because “[w]e think of 

religion as the symbolic expression of our highest moral ideals; we think of magic as a 

crude aggregate of superstitions” (Quinn xiii).  But this was not the case in seventeenth 

century America (and earlier).  In describing what he calls a “magic world view,” religion 

historian D. Michael Quinn demonstrates that despite attempts to distinguish between 

religion and magic, in the end “there is such a pronounced interrelationship among the 

various manifestations of magic and religion that the inextricable blending of the two at 

some point or points is difficult to overlook” (xvi).  In other words, the two are 

historically inseparable.  Going further, Quinn outlines four basic characteristics of this 

magic world view—characteristics that are also useful for understanding the later 

development of Gothic nature writing.  The first of these characteristics is the notion that 

all things in the world are infused with power and life, an essentially “animistic” world 

view.  Similarly, there are “no symbols, as such”; instead, “words, signs, numbers . . . are 

in themselves powerful” (Quinn xii).  Moreover, in the magic world view there are no 

accidents or coincidences; everything is governed by cause and effect.  And, finally, the 

magic world view “can be both emotionally satisfying and rational for those sharing such 

perceptions” (Quinn xii).  As Faye Ringel describes it, “[t]he seventeenth-century 

explorers and settlers brought with them to the New World the nightmares, monsters, and 

miracles of a tradition thousands of years old and discovered that some of those 
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nightmares, monsters, and miracles had made landfall before them and were flourishing 

in New England” (Ringel 3). 

9. More information about the historical range and distribution of the wolf in North 

America can be found in David L. Mech, The Wolf: The Ecology and Behavior of an 

Endangered Species, pp. 31-34. 

10. When he writes about the “Wolves of the Wilderness,” it is unclear in this instance 

whether or not Mather literally means wolves, or if he is speaking figuratively about 

Native Americans.  Both could easily be true.  See my discussion of human-animal 

relationships later in this chapter. 

11. For more information about the prevalence of disease and illness in the colonies, see 

Bridenbaugh, Cities in the Wilderness, pp. 86-87, 240.  Bridenbaugh charts the 

development of American cities in the seventeenth century and discusses how living 

conditions often contributed to outbreaks and epidemics.  Of course, yellow fever 

epidemics continued to be a problem for the eastern United States well into the nineteenth 

century; the infamous outbreaks in Philadelphia in 1793 and 1798 became the basis for 

two of Charles Brockden Brown’s novels, Arthur Mervyn and Ormond.  See also J.H. 

Powell, Bring Out Your Dead: The Great Plague of Yellow Fever in Philadelphia in 

1793. 

12. Indeed, Cotton Mather’s writings about the influence of devils in New England, as 

well as his perpetual focus on religious damnation and doom, have led at least one 

scholar to refer to him as “the Stephen King of his day” (O’Grady, Grave Goods 43). 
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13. For much of this information I am indebted to Alden T. Vaughan’s New England 

Frontier: Puritans and Indians, 1620-1675.  Vaughan’s book provides a very thorough 

discussion of that ways that New England Puritans thought about and represented the 

Native Americans they encountered.  He also traces the evolution of those attitudes over 

the course of the seventeenth century, leading ultimately to the outbreak of King Philip’s 

War in 1675.  For information specifically about King Philip’s War, see also Douglas 

Edward Leach, Flintlock and Tomahawk: New England in King Philip’s War; and 

Rickard Slotkin and James K. Folsom, So Dreadfull a Judgment: Puritan Responses to 

King Philip’s War, 1676-1677. 

14. William Cronon offers a thorough analysis of the ways both Euroamericans and 

Native Americans altered the ecology of the northeastern United States; see Cronon’s 

Changes in the Land.  

15. In her own text, Mary Rowlandson places the date of the raid as February 10, 1675.  

But at that time the British still used the Julian calendar; using our modern calendar, the 

date is February 20, 1676.  See Ebersole 280. 

16. These numbers come from Lang, “Introduction” (17).  Similarly, Leach writes that 

“about a dozen inhabitants had been killed at this one house, and perhaps twenty or more 

taken prisoner” (158-59). 

17. No extant copies of the first Boston edition exist, though four leaves do survive.  The 

second edition, published in Cambridge in 1682, and the London edition serve as the 

primary texts for scholarly study.  The text used here is that edited by Lang, who uses the 

London edition because it “corrects the minor omissions and errors of the Cambridge” 
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edition (Lang 26).  For more information about the text’s early publishing history, see 

Robert K. Diebold, “A Critical Edition of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson’s Captivity Narrative.” 

18. Of course, calling a Euroamerican literary tradition the “first indigenous American 

literary form” is troublesome, since such a claim overlooks the centuries of Native 

American oral traditions, pictographic writings, and petroglyphs that arguably comprise 

the first indigenous American literary forms. 

19. Transgressing the line between human and animal was a serious offense.  One of the 

most startling moments for modern readers of Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation is his 

description of the sins of Thomas Granger, who in 1642 was “detected of buggery, and 

indicted for the same” (Bradford 355).  His crime was “lewd practice” with “a mare, a 

cow, two goats, five sheep, two calves, and a turkey” (355).  Granger’s offense—and all 

others like it—was considered not merely a sexual perversion, but a genuine threat to the 

division between human and animal.  As Keith Thomas explains it, bestiality “was the 

worst of sexual crimes,” and its legislation is underscores the significance of the offense: 

“Bestiality became a capital offence in 1534 and, with one brief interval, remained so 

until 1861.  Incest, by contrast, was not a secular crime at all until the twentieth century” 

(Thomas 39). 

20. This incident is very likely the Indian’s attempt at humor, which Mary Rowlandson 

fails to understand.  By the late seventeenth century, Native Americans knew well their 

unearned reputations as cannibals among Anglo Americans.  This man in Rowlandson’s 

narrative is likely having some fun at her expense. 
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21. To be clear, by no means do I wish to vilify the Puritans or their culture for the ways 

they responded to and treated the natural environment of New England.  To project a 

modern system of values backward through time on the actions of the Puritans would be 

unfair.  Rather, by calling attention to their attitudes about nature, I hope to offer an 

explanation of how some of our more modern cultural attitudes have their roots in these 

older conceptions of the natural world. 

 

CHAPTER II 

1. I use the term “wilderness” with a full understanding of its inherent problems and 

complexities. But since it was a word popularly used by Brown and others of his time, it 

seems appropriate to retain it (knowing that its meaning has since evolved). 

2. Generally, critics have dated the events of Edgar Huntly as taking place sometime in 

the 1780s, even though Brown never identifies a specific date.  At one point, however, 

Sarsefield mentions to Huntly that it is “thirty years” since Huntly’s uncle “retired from 

the field of Braddock” (Brown 244).  At the beginning of the French and Indian War, 

Major General Edward Braddock and his army were defeated by a Native American army 

on July 9, 1755, near Fort Duquesne, Pennsylvania—which would thus place the events 

of novel in the year 1785. 

3. Much of Brown’s knowledge in these areas came from discussions with his close 

friend, Elihu Hubbard Smith.  Smith, having studied with Timothy Dwight and Benjamin 

Rush, read widely in literature, science, and medicine.  As Harry Warfel describes him, 

Smith was “a scientist with enthusiastic interest in every aspect of natural lore” (42).  See 
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Robert Lawson-Peebles, Landscape and Written Expression in Revolutionary America, 

for an excellent discussion of Brown’s relationship to eighteenth century scientific 

thinking.  Related information about the intellectual climate of Brown’s childhood can be 

found in Warfel’s Charles Brockden Brown: American Gothic Novelist and David Lee 

Clark’s Charles Brockden Brown: Pioneer Voice of America.   

4. As outlined in this dissertation’s Introduction, I am not suggesting here that Brown is a 

“nature writer” in the narrowly-defined conventional sense in which the term is usually 

applied.  Brown’s primary aim clearly was not the scientific objectivity of natural history 

writing.  Instead, as with the fiction writers I analyze in subsequent chapters, Brown’s 

work describes the natural world in ways that overlap with nonfiction nature writers of 

his time and after, and the natural world often takes a central role in his work. 

5. Brown’s novels were well known on both sides of the Atlantic, although his primary 

readership was in the United States.  David Punter has demonstrated that while Brown 

“never achieved a sizeable British reading public,” his books did influence many British 

authors, including Keats, Scott, Hazlitt, and perhaps most notably, Mary Shelley, who 

read Brown “immediately before embarking on Frankenstein” (Punter 1: 167). 

6. In this sense, the wilderness world of Edgar Huntly is closely tied to the Puritan vision 

of wilderness in the New World as seen in Mary Rowlandson’s narrative.  In 

Rowlandson’s text, as demonstrated in the preceding chapter, the natural world often 

functions symbolically, illustrating externally the interior state of Rowlandson’s spiritual 

condition. 
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7. Ironically, when the initial excerpt was published in the Monthly Magazine, its author 

was listed as “Edgar Huntly”—not Charles Brockden Brown.  Brown’s decision to do 

this, to efface his own identity as author, underscores his desire to make Huntly’s story 

sound “real.” 

8. Arthur Kimball, in Rational Fictions: A Study of Charles Brockden Brown, has also 

tried to match the landscapes of Edgar Huntly with real locations, with varying degrees of 

success.    

9. In Story Line: Exploring the Literature of the Appalachian Trail, Ian Marshall does 

attempt to trace Huntly’s footsteps, finding a “discrepancy between the nature I see and 

the nature I’m reading about” (132).  While some of the place names might correspond 

with real locations, Marshall explains, Brown’s descriptions of those places don’t 

resemble the landscape Marshall sees.  Moreover, Dennis Berthold has also charted the 

sites of Edgar Huntly in his later essay “Desacralizing the American Gothic: An 

Iconographic Approach to Edgar Huntly.” 

10. Most of these articles were printed in The Monthly Magazine, and American Review 

and The Literary Magazine, and American Register, which Brown edited.  See Lueck’s 

American Writers and the Picturesque Tour: The Search for National Identity, 1790-1860 

and Berthold’s “Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly, and the Origins of the 

American Picturesque” for a more detailed explanation. 

11. Ironically, these very caves that Huntly describes so scientifically in this passage 

become the location for his nightmarish experiences in the wilderness during the second 

half of the novel. 
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12. Most of Brown’s readers and critics to date have made note of the way he doubles his 

characters in Edgar Huntly.  That is, Edny and Huntly often are mirror images of one 

another.  The twin characters of Mrs. Lorimer and Arthur Wiatte likewise seem to 

possess some uncanny link, at least in the narrative of them that Edny relates to Huntly.  

The similar progression from human to animal, from civilized to savage that both Huntly 

and Edny undergo is yet another manifestation of this doubling of characters. 

13. See Richard Slotkin, Regeneration Through Violence: The Mythology of the 

American Frontier, 1600-1860 for a thorough explanation of Edgar Huntly as a frontier 

hunter. 

14. Fiedler calls the cave an “ancient, almost instinctive symbol” akin to a “womb-tomb” 

(16). 

15. In fact, the connections that Brown makes here foreshadow by half a century the 

human-into-animal nightmares that arise in the wake of Charles Darwin’s theories of 

evolution and survival of the fittest, such as H.G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau and 

Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde—both of which 

present characters who collapse the boundary between human and animal. 

16. Historian Harold L. Peterson explains that even though it has Native American 

origins, the “Indians were by no means the only peoples in America to use the tomahawk.  

Explorers, colonists, soldiers, and sailors, trappers, and fur traders—all found it a useful 

tool and weapon” (40).  Equally important, during the years of the American 

Revolution—the years just preceding the events of Edgar Huntly—many soldiers carried 

tomahawks (Peterson 41). 
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17. Further explanation of Penn’s relationship with the Delawares can be found in 

Weslager, The Delaware Indians, 155-72, and Uhler, Pennsylvania’s Indian Relations to 

1754, 25-27. 

18. Krause explores the history of Penns’s Elm at length in his essay “Penn’s Elm and 

Edgar Huntly,” in which he describes the ways Brown used the Elm as an ironic symbol 

of Indian-Euroamerican relations.  See also Weslager, 167-68 and Sipe, 71-73 for more 

historical background about this famous regional landmark. 

19. Although the incidents that Brown describes here have no clear historical referent, 

there certainly were battles with the Delawares in eastern Pennsylvania in the late 

eighteenth century that Brown would have been well aware of.  See Krause, Introduction 

xlviii. 

 

CHAPTER III 

1. See Richard J. Schneider, Henry David Thoreau; John P. O’Grady, Pilgrims to the 

Wild; Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination; and Ian Marshall, Story Line for 

a sampling of the various ways that critics have read Thoreau’s more fearful passages. 

2. “[O]ur present understanding of Thoreau strikes me as somewhat distorted,” Bridgman 

writes.  “For example, it is generally accepted that Thoreau is the rhetorically powerful 

advocate both of the supreme value of the individual and of the benign glory of nature—

declarations of faith that have increased in attractiveness with the growth of oppressive 

social institutions and urban wildernesses—but to verify these ideas in Thoreau one must 

read him very selectively.  Many of Thoreau’s statements and images qualify, undermine, 
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and even directly challenge these ideas, but those that do so have regularly been ignored 

on behalf of his affirmations or, when mentioned, have been interpreted positively or 

regarded as at worst no more than temporary aberrations” (Bridgman ix-x). 

3. For studies that demonstrate Thoreau’s centrality to the American nature writing 

canon, see books such as Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, Donald 

Worster, Nature’s Economy, Scott Slovic, Seeking Awareness in American Nature 

Writing, Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination. 

4. Although Thoreau never published his journals during his lifetime, he certainly drew 

from much of them in his published writing, to the point that early drafts of his various 

works appear in nascent forms in the journals.  See Adams and Ross, Revising 

Mythologies, and Cameron, Writing Nature, for particularly insightful studies about the 

role of Thoreau’s journals in the composition of his other major works. 

5. During Thoreau’s lifetime, eastern Massachusetts was much less forested than it is 

today.  Most of the landscape had been cleared and cultivated, and only since the early 

twentieth century have the forests and woodland begun to return.  Consequently, visitors 

to Concord and Walden Pond nowadays will find the landscape much more “wild” than it 

was when Thoreau lived there.  According to Robert D. Richardson, in Thoreau’s day 

“some two-thirds of New England (excluding Maine) was cleared land, and in Concord 

township woodland accounted by 1830 for only one-sixth of the land, the rest being 

either in meadow, pasture, or tillage. . . . Concord’s fields and meadows lay open to the 

sun; it was a neat green landscape of tilled fields, mown meadows, and pasture land kept 

cropped by sheep” (Richardson 16). 
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6. Although “Allegash and the East Branch” was only published posthumously, as the 

third and final essay in The Maine Woods, Thoreau clearly wrote it with the intention of 

publication. Critics disagree slightly over the exact reasons why Thoreau didn’t publish it 

while he was alive; see Adams and Ross, 193.  Thoreau died before completing revisions, 

but his sister, Sophia Thoreau, and Ellery Channing included it in The Maine Woods 

when they edited it for publication in 1864. 

7. Although Thoreau spelled the name of the river Allegash, proper current spelling is 

Allagash.  

8. Thoreau had actually visited Maine once before, in 1838, after he graduated from 

Harvard and was looking for a teaching position.  But the purpose of that trip was 

business, and he never traveled far into the unsettled regions he writes about in “Ktaadn.”  

As William Howarth explains it, “For several weeks [in 1838] he made the rounds of 

small towns in the Penobscot River valley, finding no work but gaining a vivid 

impression of this rough frontier world.  At Oldtown, an Indian settlement north of 

Bangor, he talked with a tribal elder about fishing and hunting.  When they spoke of 

travel, the old man pointed north: ‘Two or three mile up the river one beautiful country’” 

(Howarth 71). 

9. A note on spelling: the highest mountain in Maine is known today as Mount Katahdin, 

but Thoreau spelled the word Ktaadn (with the occasional variant, such as Katadn).  

Unless referring to the title of Thoreau’s essay or quoting from his text directly, I will 

follow the current accepted spelling, Katahdin. 
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10. This same convention of a threatening, animated landscape also appears in an unusual 

form in his later essay “The Allegash and East Branch,” when Thoreau describes the 

dangers created by waves on a lake: “when you get out so far, you may find quite a sea 

running, and erelong, before you think of it, a wave will gently creep up the side of the 

canoe and fill your lap, like a monster deliberately covering you with its slime before it 

swallows you, or it will strike the canoe violently and break it” (Maine 171). 

11. The moose hunt is central in all three of the essays in The Maine Woods; and 

previously, Thoreau had acknowledged the risks associated with hunting these enormous 

creatures:  “They are sometimes dangerous to encounter,” he writes, “and will not turn 

out for the hunter, but furiously rush upon him, and trample him to death, unless he is 

lucky enough to avoid them by dodging round a tree.” (Maine 57-58).   

12. Thoreau’s description of the owl and its sounds are some of the most Gothic passages 

in Walden.  In addition to the aforementioned passages, Thoreau describes the “hooting 

owl” further: 

It was the most melancholy sound in nature, as if she meant by this to 

stereotype and make permanent in her choir the dying moans of a human 

being,—some poor weak relic of mortality who has left hope behind, and 

howls like an animal, yet with human sobs, on entering the dark valley, 

made more awful by a certain gurgling melodiousness,—I find myself 

beginning with the letters gl when I try to imitate it,—expressive of a mind 

which has reached the gelatinous mildewy stage in the mortification of all 
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healthy and courageous thought.  It reminded me of ghouls and idiots and 

insane howlings.  (Walden 125) 

Importantly, he claims that this sound “suggest[s] a vast and undeveloped nature which 

men have not recognized” (125).  But as with the wilderness of the Maine woods that 

also seems home to Gothic imaginings, Thoreau largely passes by this internal 

unexplored region and moves on to sunnier topics. 

13. In Dark Thoreau, Richard Bridgman is right to observe that the skinning of the moose 

“was presented as Gothic in its horror” (Bridgman 221).  And while Bridgman might be 

the only critic to observe Thoreau’s connection to the Gothic, he never pursues the 

implications of that connection. 

14. A number of scholars and critics have very accurately traced Thoreau’s routes in 

Maine and on Katahdin; indeed, “Thoreau hikes” have become popular both for 

recreation and as tools for experiential education programs in the northeast United States.  

Needless to say, the exact particulars and itinerary of Thoreau’s movements on the 

mountain are well documented.  See especially Huber, The Wildest Country; Howarth, 

Walking with Thoreau; and Marshall, Story Line. 

15. Specifically, Lane argues that Thoreau “takes pains not to disrupt the experience of 

nature he had at Walden by intruding the very different experience he had, during the 

same period, on the top of Katahdin” (188).  “Only when describing that experience 

separately” as he does in the essay “Ktaadn,” “did Thoreau admit how devastating it had 

been,” Lane claims (188). 
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16. In his 1757 essay A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the 

Sublime and Beautiful, Edmund Burke explains that “whatever is in any sort terrible, or is 

conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source 

of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is 

capable” (Burke 113).  But equally important to this aesthetic experience is a safe 

distance: “When danger or pain press too nearly,” Burke continues, “they are incapable 

of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain 

modifications, they may be, and they are delightful, as we every day experience” (113).  

For Thoreau on Katahdin, that safe distance is removed. 

17. According to traditional Maine Indian beliefs, Mount Katahdin was the home of “a 

particularly monstrous spirit, Pamola, who had carved the mountain’s ‘knife edge’ with 

his wings” (Ringel 62).  Thoreau clearly knew about these legends, but it is unlikely that 

he believed in any of them.  Nevertheless, such stories and traditions associate Katahdin 

with a dangerous spirit, and knowledge of this might have helped shape Thoreau’s 

description of his experience while he was writing it. 

18. In his sonnet “The World Is Too Much With Us; Late and Soon,” William 

Wordsworth writes that he would “rather be / A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn” so 

that he would be able to see such things as “Proteus coming from the sea / Or hear old 

Triton blow his wreathed horn.”  Thus this ancient “creed” is meant to represent an 

alternate way of seeing the natural world.  Importantly, this reference not only adds depth 

to Thoreau’s claims about “let[ting] science slide,” but it also links this willing 
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relinquishment of an empirical view to his descriptions of Katahdin as home to ancient 

deities from the Greek and Roman pantheon. 

19. Carolyn Merchant, in The Death of Nature, argues that “Thoreau found evidence of a 

vital life permeating the rocks, ponds, and mountains in pagan and American Indian 

animism” (100). 

 

CHAPTER IV 

1. In fact, there is quite a bit of scholarship about the Gothic qualities to be found in 

Stowe’s work, particularly in her most famous novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  See, for 

example, Karen Halttunen, “Gothic Imagination and Social Reform: The Haunted House 

of Lyman Beecher, Henry Ward Beecher, and Harriet Beecher Stowe”; and Michelle 

Massé, “The Gothic’s Vile Bodies.”   

2. For example, in Subjects of Slavery, Agents of Change, Kari J. Winter explores the 

ways that women are represented as enslaved in early Gothic novels, drawing parallels 

between those texts and the experiences of slaves in the United States.  She argues that 

“both women’s Gothic novels and slave narratives lament their protagonists’ isolation 

and alienation, and both genres emphasize women’s attempts to maintain human 

connections” (Winter 11).  More recently, A. Timothy Spaulding’s Re-Forming the Past 

examines what he calls the “postmodern slave narrative” and its connections to history 

and, to a large extent, the literary Gothic. 
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3. For a much more in-depth analysis of the development of these racial theories, see 

Bruce Dain, A Hideous Monster of the Mind: American Race Theory in the Early 

Republic. 

4. The essays in Sylvia Mayer’s recent collection, Restoring the Connection to the 

Natural World, offer a range of approaches to African American literature from 

ecocritical perspectives, and many of these approach their topics from the viewpoint of 

environmental justice.  Rachel Stein’s Shifting the Ground: American Women Writers' 

Revisions of Nature, Gender, and Race is an early landmark in environmental justice 

ecocriticism (even though she doesn’t use that term), as is Adamson, Evans, and Stein’s 

edited volume The Environmental Justice Reader: Politics, Poetics, and Pedagogy.   See 

also Karla Armbruster and Kathleen Wallace’s Introduction to Beyond Nature Writing, 

where they argue that “if ecocriticism limits itself to the study of one genre—the personal 

narratives of the Anglo-American nature writing tradition—or to one physical 

landscape—the ostensibly untrammeled American wilderness—it risks seriously 

misrepresenting the significance of multiple natural and built environments to writers 

with other ethnic, national, or racial affiliations” (7). 

5. One of the earliest studies of nature in African American literature is Melvin Dixon’s 

Ride Out the Wilderness (1987), in which he traces the development of three “primary 

images of a literal and figurative geography in the search for self and home: the 

wilderness, the underground, and the mountaintop” (Dixon 3).  Dixon’s study begins by 

looking at slave songs and narratives and examines how these images evolve into the 

twentieth century.   
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6. Despite their frequent familiarity with outdoor and survival skills, many slaves were 

equally unfamiliar with geography and lacked any widespread understanding of the world 

outside their plantations or towns.  Of course, the slaves are not to be faulted here—this 

lack of knowledge was often the result of deliberate machinations on the part of the slave 

owners, so that even if the slaves could escape, they wouldn’t know where to go.  See 

Osofsky, Puttin’ on Ole Massa. 

7. The most important crop produced in the southern United States in this period was 

cotton, which grew from a $5 million-dollar industry in 1800 to a $191 million-dollar 

industry in 1860.  All of this was made possible by the combination of the cotton gin 

technology and the massive increase in the size of slave plantations and the numbers of 

slaves.  For more information on the economic consequences of slave-based agriculture 

in the nineteenth century, see Bruce Catton’s The American Heritage Short History of the 

Civil War. 

8. Jean Fagin Yellin’s biography, Harriet Jacobs: A Life, describes in full the evolution 

of popular and scholarly thinking about Incidents, as well as Yellin’s own lengthy 

journey to discover the facts behind the book and its author. 

9. Incidents does offer moments—rare as they are—of nature as a source of calm and 

serenity, which is unusual for slave stories.  However, Jacobs’s position as a slave does 

not allow for any sustained romanticizing of the outdoors that we see in her 

Transcendental contemporaries.  For example, after telling both Mr. Flint and her 

grandmother that she is pregnant, Jacobs doesn’t know where to go; afraid to return to he 

home, she “sat down on the stump of an old tree.  The stars were shining through the 
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boughs above me.  How they mocked me, with their bright, calm light!” (57).  But 

instead of peace, her “mind was full of horrid thoughts” (57).  Later, she describes how 

“The beautiful spring came; and when Nature resumes her loveliness, the human soul is 

apt to revive also.  My drooping hopes came to life again with the flowers.  I was 

dreaming of freedom again” (83). 

10. Interestingly enough, it is a consequence of Jacobs’s location that saves her from the 

rapacious clutches of Mr. Flint.  She writes, “How often did I rejoice that I lived in a 

town where all of the inhabitants knew each other!  If I had been on a remote plantation, 

or lost among the multitude of a crowded city, I should not be a living woman at this 

day” (Jacobs 35).  The small town atmosphere of Edenton, North Carolina—the town in 

which Jacobs lived—forced Mr. Flint to protect his reputation by not abusing too much 

his power as slave owner.  He feared the damage to his reputation for than he desired to 

abuse Jacobs.  Had they lived with the comparative anonymity of a more rural setting, 

Mr. Flint would certainly have been able to get away with much more than he did. 

11. Curiously enough, such cruelty doesn’t go unpunished.  Jacobs writes about this 

man’s death as an oddly Gothic event: “When this slaveholder died, his shrieks and 

groans were so frightful that they appalled his own friends.  His last words were, ‘I am 

going to hell; bury my money with me’” (47). 

12. More about the Gothic qualities of Jacobs’s experiences can be found in Daneen 

Wardrop’s “‘What Tangled Skeins Are the Genealogies of Slavery!’: Gothic Families in 

Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl”; and Kari J. Winter’s Subjects of 

Slavery, Agents of Change. 



  269 

13. For more information about Nat Turner’s Rebellion, see The Confessions of Nat 

Turner and Related Documents, ed. Kenneth S. Greenberg. 

14. The swamp has almost always been a region that lends itself well to Gothic-inflected 

representations.  Historically, written descriptions of the “swamp” as a general category 

of landscape have long carried negative connotations.  The often tangled, creeping vines, 

the murky waters, dense reeds, and drooping tree branches create the sense of enclosure, 

darkness, and impenetrability that are the hallmarks of a Gothic setting.  Moreover, in the 

nineteenth century, swamplands came to be understood as pestilent places, particularly in 

the southern states—“landscapes of disease,” as Megan Kate Nelson puts it (535).  By 

1800 developments and advances in the medical sciences led many southern doctors and 

physicians to find links (albeit mostly imaginary) between swamps and disease.  Not only 

did the “landscapes of disease” those physicians created help establish powerful 

associations in the popular American mind, but they also “became a powerful 

justification for the destruction of many Southern swamplands between 1800 and 1880” 

(Nelson 536).  In short, the very aspects of the landscape that lent the swamp its Gothic 

characteristics—real or imaginary—were the same ones that helped to bring about their 

devastation in later years.  For more information about the swamp in American culture, 

see David C. Miller’s Dark Eden: The Swamp in Nineteenth-Century American Culture. 

 

CONCLUSION 

1. In 1949, Newton Arvin was the first to explore Melville’s relationship to the literary 

Gothic; see Arvin, “Melville and the Gothic Novel.”  Other critics have substantiated 
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Arvin’s claims, detailing the influence that Gothic fiction had on many of Melville’s 

descriptions of setting as well as his thematic concerns.  See also Nalini V. Shetty, 

“Melville’s Use of the Gothic Tradition”; and Gordon V. Boudreau, “Of Pale Ushers and 

Gothic Piles: Melville’s Architectural Symbology.”   

2. Shetty goes further to claim that from previous Gothic authors “Melville drew the best 

elements of the Gothic genre without the medieval trappings and hackneyed forms” 

(Shetty 153).  The relatively widespread acceptance of the fact that Melville appropriated 

Gothic conventions in his own work is demonstrated by his recent inclusion in Thomson, 

Voller, and Frank’s 2002 Gothic Writers: A Critical and Bibliographical Guide.  In that 

volume, Thomson argues that “Melville takes the central Gothic confrontation of good 

versus evil and provides a powerful tragic complication of its moral understanding.  It is 

as if the Gothic innocent has emerged from the chamber of horrors only to enter a more 

bewildering one of moral ambiguities and insoluble cross-purposes” (Thomson 292).  

Another superb analysis of the Gothic influence at work in Melville’s writing is 

Boudreau’s “Of Pale Ushers and Gothic Piles: Melville’s Architectural Symbology.” 

3.  “The Encantadas” was first published serially in three installments in Putnam’s, from 

March through May of 1854.  It was later gathered in Melville’s 1856 collection The 

Piazza Tales.  For more information about its publishing history, see the “General Note 

on the Text” in Hayford, MacDougall, and Tanselle’s Northwestern-Newberry edition of 

Melville’s The Piazza Tales, pp. 535-67. 

4. There is a rich body of criticism about the relationship between the ideas of Melville 

and Darwin.  See, for example, Mark Dunphy, “Melville’s Turning of the Darwinian 
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Table in ‘The Encantadas’”; H. Bruce Franklin, “The Island Worlds of Darwin and 

Melville”; Michel Imbert, “Melville’s Galapagos: Darwinism Revisited”; John Franzosa, 

“Darwin and Melville: Why a Tortoise?”; and Benjamin Lease, “Two Side to a Tortoise.” 

5. It is perhaps ironic that Melville’s curse is that no change comes to the islands, for it 

was Darwin’s very idea that so much change occurs in the natural world that so rattled 

nineteenth-century culture.  For Melville, though, the horror seems to be that the blasted, 

barren world encountered on the Encantadas was absolutely unchangeable—no amount 

of human endeavor could alter its essential desolation. 

6. A rich discussion of Melville’s use of monuments and epitaphs can be found in Edgar 

A. Dryden’s Monumental Melville: The Formation of a Literary Career.  I am especially 

indebted to his readings of “An Uninscribed Monument” and “The Aeolian Harp.” 

7. We know that Melville had little patience for the Transcendental philosophies of 

Emerson (or Thoreau), whose experience as a “transparent eye-ball” in Nature is a clear 

echo of Coleridge’s harp.  In fact, Emerson himself also wrote a poem about the Aeolian 

harp titled “Maiden Speech of the Æolian Harp.”  Both Emerson and Coleridge were able 

to envision the human body and mind as a passive receptacle that could be permeated, 

even transformed, by a cosmic natural spirit.  In both cases, notably, it is not the human 

that creates the Aeolian music, but rather the proper relationship between the human and 

the forces of nature.   
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