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Nathaniel Hawthorne uses Miles Coverdale to depict

the process by which an individual reconstructs past ex-

perience into an emotionally and intellectually acceptable

form. Through Coverdale's narrative, Hawthorne illustrates

that truth is at best an approximation, that the trans-

formational effects of time and distance obscure one's

memory of remembered events, thus making absolute truth

impossible to discover. As Coverdale attempts to under-

stand his past--reordering, reassessing, and assigning it

significance--a subjective interpretation of his past ex-

perience evolves. It iLs Coverdale's subjective interpreta-

tion of experience which Hawthorne presents in The Blithe-

dale Romance; the ambiguity and mystery of Coverdale's nar-

rative are necessary to the design of the romance, for

both elements characterize the area between truth and

imagination in which experience is perceived and inter-

preted.
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What I seem to remember, I yet suspect
may have been patched together by my
fancy, in brooding over the matter,
afterwards.

-- The Blithedale Romance



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Of his four completed novels, only in The Blithedale

Romance does Nathaniel Hawthorne make use of a first-person

narrator who is both telling the tale and involved in its

action. Hawthorne had used first-person narrators in

several short works written before the publication of

The Blithedale Romance in 1852, but the manner in which

he uses the narrator in his tales and sketches differs

greatly from the way he employs Miles Coverdale, the nar-

rator of The Blithedale Romance. Yet one cannot trace

Hawthorne' s use of first-person narration from the earlier

narrators to Coverdale; Coverdale seems not to have

evolved directly from them. Coverdale, in fact, is the

only narrator of his type in Hawthorne's fiction. He is

a character in the story he narrates, a story which takes

shape as he remembers a series of incidents which have

figured largely in what he has become at the time he re-

calls them. Coverdale seems to be a man in the midst of

troubling memories who, driven by doubt, confusion, and

guilt, endeavors to arrange his past, to shape it so that

his present will be justified. Through Coverdale' s

1
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reconstruction of the past, Hawthorne illustrates the

subjectivity of any interpretation of experience.

Jac Tharpe finds little evidence of continual,

chronological development in Hawthorne's use of "narra-

tive masks"; he notes that "in the midst of the various

experiments with narrative masks, Hawthorne published

highly competent third-person narratives."1 Asserting

that Hawthorne began experimenting with point of view be-

cause he was disappointed in Fanshawe, Tharpe concludes

that "the various masks were used at roughly the same

time in the period thereafter, before Hawthorne finally

settled on straightforward, third person narrative...."2

Many of the narrators in Hawthorne's early tales are

perhaps more rightly called masks, a term Tharpe applies

almost indiscriminately to both first- and third-person

narrators. These narrators are the tellers of the story

and, as such, their presence is detected only by an oc-

casional first-person reference, an acknowledgment by an

anonymous narrator that he is indeed telling a story.

Hawthorne employs this type of narrator in historical

tales such as "The Maypole of Merry Mount," "The Gray

Champion," and "Endicott and the Red Cross." The point

'Jac Tharpe, Nathaniel Hawthorne: Identity and
Knowlede (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University
Press,,,967), p. 25.

2Tharpe, p. 26.
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of view in "The Artist of the Beautiful" is much the same.

The narrator of this tale seems to be a device used by

Hawthorne to reduce the distance between author and

reader, a persona of sorts whose identity has no bearing

on the tale. Thus the narrator of "The Artist of the

Beautiful" gathers his readers unto himself, saying, "But

we must return to Owen Warland's shop.. . "3 Similarly,

the narrator of "Ethan Brand" speaks of "a once ubiquitous

man . . . whom we were formerly sure to encounter at the

hotel of every thriving village throughout the country."4

The narrator of "Drowne's Wooden Image" is equally familiar,

addressing his readers, conspiring with them to get his

tale told:

Captain Hunnewell then took Drowne by the button,
and communicated his wishes in so low a tone, that
it would be unmannerly to repeat what was evidently
intended for the carver's private ear. We shall,
therefore, take the opportunity to give the reader
a few desirable particulars about Drowne himself.
(X, 307)

In each of these tales, the narrator is at liberty to tell

what he will; the unknown narrator has access to whatever

3William Charvat et al., eds., Mosses from an Old
Manse, The Centenar Edition of the Works of Nathniii1eT
Hawthorne, X (Columbus: Ohio State University Press,
1974), 449. Subsequent references to this volume will
be indicated within the text.

4William Charvat et al., eds., The Snow-Image and
Uncollected Tales, The Centenary Edition of the Works of
NathanIie Hawthorne, XI (Columus: Ohio State University
Press, 1974), 91. Subsequent references to this volume
will be indicated within the text.
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information he chooses to include. The narrator of

"David Swan," for instance, implies that more knowledge

is available to him than he wishes to impart: "We have

nothing to do with David until we find him, at the age

of twenty. . . . "5 As Neal Frank Doubleday says,

Hawthorne "does not mind confessing that his story is

a story. . . .#"

Hawthorne's narrators often serve as instruments of

confession. In the four "Legends of the Province House"

the confession is immediate and forthright, for the nar-

rator is recounting the legends told to him by Mr. Bella

Tiffany and, in one instance, by an "old loyalist." The

narrator's comments enclose each of the four tales; the

prefaces set the stage, and in his closing comments

the narrator reflects upon what he has been told. The

intervening sections, the tales themselves, are the nar-

rator's versions of the legends he was told while sipping

wine with the host and guests of the Province House. In

the prefaces the narrator admits that he has taken some

liberties in reporting the legends. The last sentence of

sWilliam Charvat et al., eds., Twice-told Tales, The
Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel awthorne, IX
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1974) , 183. Sub-
sequent references to this volume will be indicated within
the text.

6Neal Frank Doubleday, Hawthorne's Early Tales, A
Critical Study (Durham: Duke University Press, 1972), p.
249.
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each preface asserts that what follows is as true an

account of the legend as anyone else could tell, but

the narrator admits to dressing each tale "with some

suitable adornments from my own fancy" (IX, 273). Al-

though he takes part in no action, this narrator is some-

what involved in the tales he recounts. The legends he

hears from the old loyalist and Mr. Tiffany work upon

his imagination; the past is awakened for him and prompts

him to meditate and to wonder about the legends and their

effect upon him.

"The Canterbury Pilgrims" is told by a narrator who

is present as the action which comprises his story un-

folds. This narrator remains detached, injecting little

of himself into his tale. His presence serves as a framing

device much like the narrator's in the Province House tales

and becomes almost inconsequential as the tale progresses.

In other tales the narrator becomes less of an observer

and more of a participant. "The Devil in Manuscript,"

for instance, is told by Oberon's friend, a friend who

both reports and, because of his conversations with Oberon,

is involved in Oberon's decision to burn the manuscripts.

Hawthorne has endowed the friend with certain qualities--

incredulity, bemusement, cynicism--that make him more like

a character than Hawthorne's other narrators. He is by

no means a complete character, but he may lay claim to more
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of an identity than most of Hawthorne's early narrators.

The narrators of "The Celestial Railroad" and "The Proces-

sion of Life" are of central importance, though, for the

interest in each of these sketches is the narrator's re-

flections, his view of certain aspects of life. Both

narrators seem to be the "meditative" types Terence Martin

discerns in several other of Hawthorne's sketches.
7 Al-

though the title "Mrs. Bullfrog" suggests that its interest

lies with Mrs. Bullfrog, the tale is about her (un)fortu-

nate husband, the narrator, who tells the story of his

romantic expectations and their subsequent disappointment.

In this funny little tale the narrator describes the

changes matrimony wrought in his beloved and reveals, at

the tale's conclusion, an ironic change in his own atti-

tude. Here, then, Hawthorne uses a narrator who acts and

is directly affected by his actions.

In none of Hawthorne's tales or sketches, however,

does a narrator function quite as does Miles Coverdale

in The Blithedale Romance. Terence Martin suggests that

the primary difference between the narrator of The Blithe-

dale Romance and Hawthorne's other narrators is that

"Coverdale would impinge on the world around him."
8

7Terence Martin, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New York:

Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1965), p. 145.

"Martin, p. 146.



7

Martin sees in Coverdale traces of earlier narrators but

claims no direct ancestry:

Never before had Hawthorne attempted to sustain the

vision of a narrator at any great length; never be-

fore had he created one who could evolve into a

character in his own right. In Miles Coverdale,
Hawthorne fashioned a narrator according to conven-
tions which had defined the narrators of his sketches
and minor tales. But the exigencies of the romance
as a form made it impossible for Miles Coverdale to
be contained by the very conventions which brought
him into being. '

Miles Coverdale, then, may be viewed as unique among Haw-

thorne's narrators. In the tale he tells, he is an active

observer-participant who reflects upon the meaning of his

experience and considers the effect his actions and re-

flections have had upon him. The Blithedale Romance is

Coverdale's account of what happened to him at Blithedale,

what he then thought about what happened, and what he

thinks about these experiences as he recounts them

twelve or more years later.

A first-person narrator who remembers and reorders

an event or experience from his past has proven useful

to authors in providing structural unity for their fic-

tional works, and it is, of course, a familiar device.

In Moby Dick, for example, Ishmael reconstitutes his past,

a process which involves a reassessment and reevaluation

of experience and its significance. The narrator of Henry

9 Martin, p. 146.
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James's The Aspern Papers, in describing his attempt to

recover Jeffrey Aspern's papers, belatedly reflects upon

his own contribution to their ultimate loss. Jack Burden,

in Robert Penn Warren's All the King's Men, reconstructs

his relationship with Willie Stark and his involvement

in and with events and people which effected great changes

in his life. Each of these novels, ostensibly "about"

something or someone else, focuses upon a narrator who

reveals himself--his character--and the changes brought

about because of his involvement in the events which com-

prise his story. Each of these narrators also presents

a somewhat settled, final version of his experience. He

may reflect, he may muse over portions of his history, but

he has already arrived at a satisfactory account of his

experience, the final rendering which he relates to his

readers.

Not so with Hawthorne's Miles Coverdale. Jack Burden,

Ishmael, and the "publishing scoundrel" of The Aspern

Papers have already completed the process which Miles

Coverdale is undertaking in The Blithedale Romance, for

Coverdale is a character intheprocess of ordering past

experience into a form acceptable to himself. The romance

does not reveal a final evaluation of Coverdale's ex-

perience; it reveals Coverdale's attempt to reach a

final evaluation. Nor is Coverdale the only character
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in the novel to attempt such an evaluation. He comes to

it much later than do Zenobia, Hollingsworth, and Priscilla,

but all of them are to some extent affected, transformed,

realizing the truth about themselves through an awareness

of the meaning of their past actions. And unlike Cover-

dale's, the evaluations of the other three principal char-

acters are final; their evaluations lead them to act upon

what they have become aware of. Zenobia kills herself;

Hollingsworth undertakes his own reformation; Priscilla

becomes his strength. Realizing and accounting for their

actions, these three leave Coverdale to struggle alone

toward whatever awareness he is capable of achieving.

One of Hawthorne's major themes in The Blithedale

Romance is that truth is at best an approximation, that

time and distance have such transformational effects upon

experience that one's only recourse is to reconstruct the

past into some form which, although perhaps different from

what the truth once seemed or will later seem, is accep-

table. Through Coverdale, Hawthorne reproduces the process

by which such reconstruction is accomplished, complete with

its attendant uncertainty, ambiguity, and mystery. Haw-

thorne's purpose in the romance is to depict the difficulty

of ascertaining the actual from what the imagination makes

of the actual. For this task he created Coverdale, a

narrator who is most often characterized as an aloof,
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empty, ineffectual man whose recountal of his experience

at Blithedale proves that he is at best a dilettante of

little ability or sensitivity.' 0

Although The Blithedale Romance now commands greater

respect than it once did, its ambiguity is often cited

by those who find serious fault with the romance. And

Coverdale is designated as the primary cause of its failure

because the manner in which he tells his tale seems so

convoluted and needlessly mysterious that his reliability

must be constantly questioned. Yet Hawthorne's attempt

to portray the process by which one orders experience does

succeed; ambiguity and uncertainty inevitably accompany

any effort to sort out the past. One cannot be sure of

the accuracy of his perceptions, either as he makes them

or as he views them from a distance. The dissatisfaction

with the book expressed by some readers is a measure of

Hawthorne's success with Coverdale, for though one sus-

pects at the novel's end that truth has not been revealed

in its purest form, one is hard pressed to discover just

where the impurity lies. This dissatisfaction may also

be responsible for the tendency of some readers to find

"'See, for example, Nina Baym, "The Blithedale Ro-
mance: A Radical Reading," Journal ofEn-glish and Germanic
Philology, 67 (October 1968), 545-69; M. J. Ferrell,7"Im-
balance in Hawthorne's Characters," South Dakota Review,
10, No. 1 (Spring 1972), 45-59.
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in Coverdale's "unreliability" and his resultant ambiguity

sufficient cause to dismiss The Blithedale Romance as a

failure."l

Mark Van Doren, in fact, accuses Coverdale of "forcing

scenes" or "suppressing them altogether," narrating his

tale so poorly "thatwe do not know what the story is."12

Frederic C. Crews charges Coverdale with "distorting the

truth" and asserts that at least one part of the tale--

Zenobia's legend--is "partly or entirely a fabrication

of Coverdale's."1 3  James H. Justus claims that it "is by

now generally accepted" that Coverdale "is not entirely to

1A number of critics consider The Blithedale Romance
a failure. See Mark Van Doren, Nathaniel Hawthorn7Ne
York, 1949; rpt. Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press 975),
pp. 188-98; Rudolph Von Abele, The Death of the Artist: A
Study of Hawthorne's Disintegration (The Hague: Nijhoff,~
1955), pp. 71-83; Frederic C. Crews, The Sins of the Fa-
thers (New York: Oxford University Press ,7966)~ pp. 194-
2127 Others are not quite so emphatic in their denuncia-
tions, but denounce they do. See Hyatt H. Waggoner, Haw-
thorne: A Critical Study, rev. ed. (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1963), pp. 188-208. Waggoner
finds the "remarkable textural richness and beauty of the
work" a redeeming quality; F. 0. Matthiessen, American
Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of Emerson and
Whitman (New York: Oxford University Press,~T941), p. 297;
Richard Chase, "The Broken Circuit: Romance and the Ameri-
can Novel" in American Critical Essays: Twentieth Century,
selected with introduction by Harold Beaver (London: Ox-
ford University Press, 1959), pp. 313-31; George E. Wood-
berry, Nathaniel Hawthorne (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1902),
pp. 227-28.

1 2 Van Doren, p. 189.

13Frederic C. Crews, "A New Reading of The Blithedale
Romance," American Literature, 29 (May l957)716-T1.
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be trusted in the tale he tells." 1 Daniel G. Hoffman

finds Miles Coverdale's method of narration "enough to

try the patience of many a reader. Everything proceeds

with an air of mystification. "15 But for some

readers, the question of Coverdale's reliability is no

problem. According to Richard Harter Fogle, "Coverdale's

interpretation is final." 1 6  The B lithedaleRomance pre-

sents, as William Van O'Connor says of Henry James's "The

Liar," not "the point of view" but "a point of view. No

single vantage point is wholly reliable."17

The intention of Hawthorne's romance is not to present

the truth about the Blithedale experiment but to present

Coverdale as he tries to reach an acceptable truth, Cover-

dale as he grapples with the elements from which his par-

ticular truth evolves. The Blithedale Romance, then,

should be read as Coverdale's creation, not Hawthorne's.

Hawthorne has created Coverdale to suit the purpose of the

"James H. Justus, "Hawthorne's Coverdale: Character
and Art in The Blithedale Romance," American Literature, 47
(March 1975),23.

"5Daniel G. Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fic-
tion (New York: Oxford UniversityPress, T961; rpt. 1970),
p. 202.

1 6Richard Harter Fogle, Hawthorne's Fiction: The Light

and the Dark (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1932),
p. 157.

1 7William Van O'Connor, "The Narrator as Distorting
Mirror," in his The Grotesque: An American Genre and Other
Essays (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
1961, p. 91.
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romance and has provided him with the qualities and motiva-

tions that lead to the romance's mystery and ambiguity.

In refuting F. 0. Matthiessen's claim that Hawthorne

realized Coverdale had not been a successful narrator,

Frank Davidson says: "the question may be pertinent here

as to whether it was Hawthorne or Coverdale who had the

awareness of the narrator's failure as chorus." 1" David-

son concludes that Coverdale's "failure was perhaps Haw-

thorne's intent."' 9 If Coverdale is thus granted the

ability to recognize his failure as narrator, as chorus,

he becomes a character, a storyteller in his own right,

a being apart from but created by Hawthorne. Frederic

Crews maintains that Coverdale is a character as well

as narrator and that "Coverdale's limitations as a story-

teller" should rightly be attributed to Coverdale rather

than to Hawthorne.20 Another critic, Kelley Griffeth, Jr.,

holds that "the erratic structure of Coverdale's narrative

relates to Coverdale's personality, not Hawthorne's."21

Agreeing with those who see Coverdale as the creator of

"Frank Davidson, "Toward a Re-Evaluation of The
Blithedale Romance," New England Quarterly, 25 (September
1952), 383.

" 9 Davidson, p. 383.

2 Crews, "A New Reading of The Blithedale Romance,"
p. 149.

2 1Kelley Griffeth, Jr., "Form in The Blithedale Ro-
mance," American Literature, 40 (March1969),T6
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his tale, William L. Hedges advances the view that Cover-

dale is the result of Hawthorne's attempt "to transform

the first-person-narrative observer into a fully developed

character himself engaged in action beneath the surface

of the story. . . . "22 Coverdale's true purpose, the

"action beneath the surface of the story" in which he is

involved, is to arrange his Blithedale experience, evaluate

it, and assign to it a proper significance. Hawthorne,

then, cannot be held responsible for any dissatisfaction

one may find in the way Coverdale tells his story, for

Coverdale must necessarily be ambiguous and uncertain when

narrating an experience that is being classified and

evaluated only as he recounts it.

22William L. Hedges, "Hawthorne's Blithedale: The
Function of the Narrator," Nineteenth Century Fiction,
14 (March 1960), 305. William Van O'Connor agrees with
Hedges, Davidson, Griffeth, Justus, and Crews that Cover-
dale is both character and narrator and that Coverdale's
method of narration is functional. O'Connor, however,
along with several others, believes that Coverdale is an
amalgam of qualities which Hawthorne found in himself, dis-
liked, and tried to overcome through literaryactivity. See
F. 0. Matthiessen, pp. 228-29; Hyatt H. Waggoner, p. 207;
Roy R. Male, Hawthorne's Tragic Vision (Austin: University
of Texas Press, 1957), p.151; Kent Bales, "The Blithedale
Romance: Coverdale's Mean and Subversive Egotism,'"Bucknell
Review, 21, No. 2 (Fall 1973), 61; Arlin Turner, Nathaniel
Hawthorne: An Introduction and Interpretation (New York:
Barnes and Nble, Inc., 1961), p. 63; Richard Dilworth
Rust, "Coverdale's Confession, A Key to Meaning in The
Blithedale Romance" in Literature and Ideas in America:
Essays in Memory of Harry Hayden Clak, ed. Robert Falk
(Athens: Ohio University Press, 1975), p. 98.
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Nina Baym, however, refuses to relinquish control of

the tale to Coverdale. Although offered to disprove Cover-

dale an artist and The Blithedale Romance his work of art,

Baym's argument seems also to bear upon the assertion that

Coverdale's tale should be read as his own creation. A

portion of Baym's proof rests upon the fact that some of

the book's chapter titles "attribute the literary form of

the narrative to an unknown third person."
2 3 She refers

to those chapter titles which use the narrator's name--

VI, "Coverdale's Sick Chamber,"; XII, "Coverdale's Her-

mitage"; XXVI, "Zenobia and Coverdale"; XXIV, "Miles

Coverdale's Confession." But these chapter titles may

well be regarded as Coverdale's own, for at least once

in the book Coverdale speaks of himself in the third per-

son: "If Kossuth, for example, would pitch the battle-

field of Hungarian rights within an easy ride of my abode,

and choose a mild, sunny morning, after breakfast, for

the conflict, Miles Coverdale would gladly be his man,

for one brave rush upon the levelled bayonets,"
24 This

single reference may not shatter Baym's assertion that

the tale belongs to someone other than Coverdale, but it

2 3Baym, p. 549n.

2 4William Charvat et al., eds., The Blithedale Ro-

mance and Fanshawe, The Centenary Edition o the Wor1~s
oT Nathalniel Hawthorne, III (Columbus: Ohio State Uni-

versity Press, 1964), 246-47. Subsequent references to

this edition of The Blithedale Romance will be indicated
within the text.
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does show that Coverdale is likely to refer to himself in

the third person. The chapter titles listed by Baym may

be other instances of this practice on Coverdale's part.

Baym also finds nothing in the novel which "suggests 
that

Coverdale's narration is meant as a literary activity.'
125

But Coverdale, at least, considers his narrative to be

some form of literary activity and speaks of it as such.

After appraising Hollingsworth's characteristics, Cover-

dale admits that his assessment of the reformer has perhaps

been inaccurate. He refers to his appraisal, saying, "The

paragraph may remain, however, both for its truth 
and its

exaggeration.. . . " (III, 71). A narrator who judges

his own paragraphs should be regarded as their author,

for such a judgment indicates that authorship has been

intentionally conferred upon the narrator by his creator.

It seems apparent that it was Hawthorne's intention

to make of Coverdale a character who was capable of con-

structing the tale that Hawthorne conceived; such an in-

tention makes The Blithedale Romance a "proto-Jamesian

fiction." 26 When the tale is read as Coverdale's recon-

struction of the past, the ambiguity of the romance in-

dicates its theme, for it illustrates that one's inter-

pretation of reality is necessarily unreliable. 
Hawthorne

was aware of the possible inaccuracy of one's perception

2 Hedges, p. 303.2'Baym, P. 549n.,
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of reality, of the equivocal nature of experience;

Matthiessen notes that Hawthorne often wondered whether

a previous experience had indeed been as real as it had

once appeared. 2 7 The Blithedale Romance deals with

Coverdale's perception of reality, with Coverdale as

he tries to arrange experience into a form acceptable

to himself. The present analysis of the romance treats

Coverdale as the author of his own narrative, an author-

ship granted to the narrator so that Hawthorne's purpose

of illustrating the means by which experience is ordered

and understood could be accomplished. Coverdale's attempt

to justify his former actions requires a subjective re-

ordering, rearrangement, and reevaluation of his exper-

ience and its significance.

The second chapter of this study explores the evi-

dence of Coverdale's involvement in the affairs at Blithe-

dale. Coverdale consistently claims that his part in

the affair was that of an observer or of a Greek chorus.

But he finds it necessary to tell his story; the Blithe-

dale affair continues to haunt him during the twelve

years since the experience. The trouble he takes to fol-

low the concerns of Zenobia, Hollingsworth, and Priscilla

belies his assertion of indifference. Coverdale denies

his involvement because he is, after all, alone, and his

2 7Matthiessen, p. 241.
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life has been all emptiness in the span of years since

he left Blithedale. His life was empty before and has

been empty since; the only bright spot of his existence

seems to have been Blithedale.

Herein lies his motivation for telling his story;

an analysis of his motivation is the subject of the

third chapter. Coverdale is ordering his experience in

an attempt to save face, in an attempt to justify his ac-

tions and the result of those actions. He is attempting

to explain, to rationalize the emptiness of his life.

His rationalizing may well be unconscious. The apparent

disparity between what he reports and what his report sug-

gests actually to have happened may be the result of his

unconscious rationalization, for such rationalization

compels one to emphasize some facts and to underplay

others. Coverdale wants to appear in a favorable light;

thus he makes a series of comments or disclaimers, dis-

avowals of responsibility for his actions that seem to

apply to his own story as well. Foremost among these

disavowals is his assertion that if a dream is worthy

to be pursued it must necessarily be unrealizable. With

such a claim he exonerates himself to himself.

The fourth chapter of the present study discusses

Coverdale's suppressed fear that he was responsible for

Zenobia's death and his confession of love for Priscilla.
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His remarks about the two women comprise his greatest

ambiguity; they indicate that he has somehow merged their

identities. This merging of identity allows him to love

Zenobia while proclaiming love for Priscilla and is the

most revealing instance of how time and distance obscure

truth. During his term at Blithedale,Coverdale probably

did not deceive himself, but the pain of his experience

and the empty intervening years have made it necessary for

him to deceive himself as he reevaluates the experience in

the romance. Yet, Coverdale's deception does not seem

deliberate. Had it been Hawthorne's intention for

Coverdale consciously to distort facts and willfully to

conceal truth, he could have made a more thorough job of

it, one which would create no suspicion that another

version of the experience exists.

In the ordering of his experience, an ordering neces-

sitated by the obsession Blithedale has become and born

from a desire to find an explanation which will lay the

experience forever to rest, Coverdale confronts the dif-

ficulty of sorting truth from imagination. It is a dif-

ficulty he cannot overcome. His tale is a record of

what occurs when one looks from the present into the past,

driven to tell the truth but not quite able to reach it

and not quite wanting to. The ambiguous and uncertain

manner in which Coverdale tells his story suggests that

reality is a nebulous concept and that experience is malleable.



CHAPTER II

COVERDALE'S INVOLVEMENT

One of the most important matters concerning Cover-

dale's sojourn among the Blithedalers is the extent to

which he was involved with and accepted by them. Cover-

dale directs attention to this subject through many com-

ments and reflections and, not surprisingly, his comments

and reflections are of the ambiguous sort which often

accompany a recollection of the past. More specifically,

this ambiguity arises from the disparity between two

types of reflections: those in which he claims involvement

and those in which he claims none at all. Those which

claim no involvement have received more attention from

readers of The Blithedale Romance, I but Coverdale's

1Coverdale is most often regarded as an aloof ob-
server, incapable of attachment or affection. See, for
example, Daniel G. Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fic-
tion (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961; rpt. 1970),
p. 202; Jac Tharpe, Nathaniel Hawthorne: Identity and Know-

ledge (Carbondale: Southern TIllinoisUniversity Press,
1 96 7), p. 131; Robert H. Fossum, Hawthorne's Inviolable
Circle: The Problemof Time (Delano, Florida: EverettT
Edwards, Inc., 1972),~p. 147; James H. Justus, "Hawthorne's
Coverdale: Character and Art in The Blithedale Romance,"
American Literature, 47 (March 19775),27; Taylor Stoehr,
"Art vs. Utopia: The Case of Nathaniel Hawthorne and Brook
Farm," Antioch Review, 36 (Winter 1978), 100; Randall
Stewart, ''The~Development of Character Types in Hawthorne's
Fiction" in his Regionalism and Beyond: Essays of Randall
Stewart, ed. George Core (Nashville: Vander t University
Press, 1968), pp. 36-39.
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protestations of noninvolvement are in fact balanced and

even canceled by his recurring complaints that the three

friends who attracted so much of his interest tended to

feel little in return: Coverdale's interest, it seems, was

not reciprocated. His insistence, then, that his role

at Blithedale was that of a Greek chorus2 is the result

of rationalization, of his attempt to justify the over-

tures of affection and love made to those who refused to

accept him. By claiming to have been only an observer,

Coverdale reveals that the detached role is really all

that his friends allowed him. He is forced into claiming

the role because his friends had little use for him;

throughouthis stay at Blithedale, Coverdale, in fact, suf-

fered rejection. Thus, as he constructs an account of

his experience years later, Coverdale unconsciously de-

emphasizes the extent of his involvement because of the

pain associated with it.

Coverdale's mode of living before he joined the

Blithedale experiment suggests that he had no satisfying

role or absorption in life. Indeed, William L. Hedges

notes that "In going to Blithedale, Coverdale was engaged

2William Charvat et al., eds., The Blithedale Ro-
mance and Fanshawe, The Centenary EdiTion of the Work~s
of Nathaniel Hawthorne, III (Columbus: Ohio State Uni-
versity Press, 1964), 97. Subsequent references to this
edition of The Blithedale Romance will be indicated within
the text.
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in a risk to get outside of himself." 3 In the first chap-

ter of the romance, Coverdale provides a glimpse of the

sort of life he has been living. He is, of course, a

bachelor. On the night before departing for Blithedale

he attends "the wonderful exhibition of the Veiled Lady,"

apparently alone, and returns to his comfortable quarters

to muse before a fire, smoking a cigar and sipping sherry

(pp. 5, 8). Coverdale mentions sharing this last bottle

of sherry with a friend the morning of his departure,

but the friend remains nameless. Coverdale appears to

have formed no attachments at this stage of his life, as

subsequent descriptions of his pre-Blithedale existence

confirm. Coverdale makes no mention of parting with

friends or even acquaintances; what he leaves behind are

a "cosey pair of bachelor-rooms" and a good stock of

liquor (p. 10). The following morning at Blithedale,

awakening in a feverish state, Coverdale reflects upon

his previous life, listing concerns, occupations, and

activities with which he had amused himself:

My pleasant bachelor-parlor, sunny and shadowy,
curtained and carpeted, with the bed-chamber ad-
joining; my centre-table, strewn with books and
periodicals; my writing-desk, with a half-finished
poem in a stanza of my own contrivance; my morning
lounge at the reading-room or picture-gallery; my
noontide walk along the cheery pavement, with the

3William L. Hedges, "Hawthorne's Blithedale: The
Function of the Narrator," Nineteenth Century Fiction, 14
(March 1960), 306.
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suggestive succession of human faces, and the brisk
throb of human life, in which I shared; my dinner
at the Albion, where I had a hundred dishes at com-
mand . . . my evening at the billiard-club, the con-
cert, the theatre, or at somebody's party, if I
pleased. . . . (p. 40)

Coverdale's former life, marked by an appreciation

of the sensual, seems to have been a self-centered one.

Although he claims to have participated in the "brisk

throb of human life," he had no close friends, no love

interests, no circle of acquaintances with whom to share

his various preoccupations and concerns. Indeed, re-

turning to the city after the crisis with Hollingsworth,

Coverdale avoids his "old companions" because he fears

their ridicule (p. 45). His former companions were

neither close nor sympathetic; he does not expect that

they would understand the significance of all that he has

experienced. Coverdale asks, at the end of his account

of his previous style of living, "what could be better

than all this?" (p. 40). Apparently he thought that life

at Blithedale might prove better, for he decided upon

Blithedale as an alternative to the life he had known.

By joining the Blithedale experiment, Coverdale committed

himself to something other than his own comfort for per-

haps the first time in his life. Coverdale hopes to find

a purpose at Blithedale, one which will rescue him from

the "sweet, bewitching, enervating indolence" which had

thus far characterized his life (p. 19). Terence Martin
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believes "that Coverdale is looking for the opportunity to

have a role in life."4 Discussing the "persons of marked

individuality" who became members of the Blithedale ex-

periment, Coverdale notes that "we had individually found

one thing or another to quarrel with, in our past life,

and were pretty well agreed as to the inexpediency of

lumbering along with the old system any farther" (p. 63).

Something in his life, then, has proven unsatisfactory

to Coverdale, and he hopes that at Blithedale "between

theory and practice, a true and available mode of life

might be struck out, and that, even should we ultimately

fail, the months or years spent in the trial would not

have been wasted, either as regarded passing enjoyment,

or the experience which makes men wise" (p. 63). Cover-

dale's decision to join the Blithedalers is, therefore,

an admission of a need to become more directly involved

with life, a need to change a life that has become, in

some respect, unsatisfying.

Yet Coverdale at times evinces a hesitance to become

involved or to put himself out for the benefit of another.

He questions Moodie about the nature of the favor the old

fellow is asking and maintains that he "was ready to do

the old man any amount of kindness involving no special

4 Terence Martin, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New York:
Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1965), p. 153.
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trouble" to himself (p. 7). But Coverdale's reluctance

to comply with Moodie's unstated request seems normal,

honest, and natural, for few persons are unselfish or

foolish enough to agree to provide a favor before its

nature and conditions have been specified. Later in his

tale, Coverdale is again waylaid by a person who seeks

his assistance, and his reply to Westervelt is similar

to the one earlier given Moodie. Irritated by the inter-

loper's familiar manner, Coverdale says, "If I can do any-

thing for you, without too much trouble to myself, say

so" (p. 91). His response to Westervelt is understandable.

The man's manner is so offensive that Coverdale claims

never to have been "less inclined to confer a favor on any

man" (p. 91). Nevertheless, Coverdale partially complies

with Westervelt's request, answering questions which later

are cause for speculation. Coverdale is even a little

sorry that he had not prolonged the conversation, for

he suspects that Westervelt's "evident knowledge of

matters . . . might have led to disclosures, or inferences,

that would perhaps have been serviceable" (p. 96). Al-

though Coverdale shrinks from offering unconditional as-

sistance to Moodie andWestervelt, these two instances

should not be interpreted as evidence of aloofness and

unreasonable selfishness. Coverdale is only slightly

acquainted with Moodie, and Westervelt is a stranger,
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In neither instance do the terms of politeness, civility,

or friendship require an unqualified assurance of assis-

tance. In short, there is no reason Coverdale should

provide favors to two persons with whom he shares no re-

lationship. In the final chapter of The Blithedale Ro-

mance, Coverdale again mentions the amount of trouble he

would be willing to take for another's benefit. He as-

serts that "were there any cause, in this whole chaos of

human struggle, worth a sane man's dying for, and which

my death would benefit, then--provided, however, the ef-

fort did not involve an unreasonable amount of trouble--

methinks I might be bold enough to offer up my life" (p.

246). Although this statement may be a gibe at the life

of indolence he has led since his final departure from

Blithedale--it is preceded by an account of the emptiness

of his life--it also suggests that his willingness to

become involved in life depends on whether such involve-

ment requires what he believes to be a "reasonable" or

an "unreasonable" amount of trouble to himself.

During his stay at Blithedale, Coverdale does go

to a great deal of trouble for the communal endeavor in

which he is engaged and for the persons who quickly be-

come the objects of his emotional regard. He must,

therefore, have considered it worthwhile to become

involved with both. Coverdale's choosing to abandon

the life of ease and comfort he had enjoyed in the city
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for participation in the Blithedale experiment indicates

his desire to find a more satisfying life. Coverdale does

participate fully; he includes himself among those communi-

tarians who "could do almost as fair a day's work as Silas

Foster himself, sleep dreamlessly after it, and awake at

daybreak with only a little stiffness of the joints, which

was usually quite gone by breakfast-time" (p. 64). He

hoes potatoes with Hollingsworth, attends the community's

picnics and theatrical performances, and spends Sundays

at Eliot's pulpit with Zenobia, Hollingsworth, and Pris-

cilla (pp. 81, 106, 117). Indeed, from the time of his

arrival at Blithedale, Coverdale seems to have been readily

assimilated into the group. He spends his first evening

at Blithedale pleasantly enough, lounging before a fire

in the sitting room and discussing Blithedale with other

members (p. 18). After a simple dinner, Coverdale spends

a "rather incommunicative evening" with his new associates,

considering names for the new community (p. 36). Cover-

dale remarks that his own suggestion, "Utopia," was re-

jected and "the proposer very harshly maltreated, as if he

had intended a latent satire" (p. 37). Yet Coverdale is

as completely accepted as the other members, some of whom

refuse to christen the experiment "The Oasis" lest it

turn out more rightly to deserve the name "Sahara" (p. 37).
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Coverdale finds acceptance just as quickly by the

three persons who soon extract the full measure of his

emotion--Zenobia, Hollingsworth, and Priscilla. Zenobia

greets him within moments of his arrival at the farmhouse,

and her welcome is gracious, friendly, and kind. Praising

his poetry, Zenobia assures Coverdale that some of it

"has stolen into my memory, without my exercising any

choice or volition about the matter" (p. 14). Her estima-

tion of his poetry is so high, she tells him, that she

would "almost rather give you up, as an associate, than

that the world should lose one of its true poets!" (p.

14). Zenobia and Coverdale discuss their mutual dislike

of philanthropists, Zenobia claiming that she "never could

tolerate a philanthropist, before," and Coverdale reply-

ing that he still cannot tolerate one (p. 22). Their

banter suggests that the two got along quite well at this

meeting and that the beginning of a friendship had been

established. She seems to have no reservations about

welcoming him freely, nor does he hesitate to respond in

an unrestrained fashion. In fact, Coverdale's close

scrutiny of Zenobia's appearance and the casual manner

they quickly adopt with each other suggest that Coverdale

is quite ready to become involved with her, an aspect of

their relationship which will be considered later in

this study.
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Despite his declared dislike of philanthropists,

Coverdale quickly becomes friends with Hollingsworth

as well. Coverdale's recommendation of Hollingsworth

as the proper person to undertake old Moodie's errand

indicates that Coverdale and Hollingsworth had met pre-

vious to their arrival at Blithedale, but they seem not

to have been close friends or even familiar acquaintances.

Coverdale remarks that on the morning he wakened in a

fever, Hollingsworth at prayer "affected me with a deep

reverence for Hollingsworth, which no familiarity then

existing, or that afterwards grew more intimate between

us--no, nor my subsequent perception of his own great

errors--ever quite effaced" (p. 39). Though Coverdale

seems to have been at least acquainted with Hollingsworth

before the two joined the community, it was at Blithedale

that Coverdale first began to know and to love him.

During Coverdale's fit of illness, "Hollingsworth's

more than brotherly attendance gave me inexpressible

comfort," says Coverdale (p. 41). Hollingsworth's minis-

tration and concern bear such importance that Coverdale

soon considers him the best of all possible "death-bed

companions" (p. 42). In Hollingsworth, Coverdale believes

to have found himself a true friend at last. His attach-

ment to Hollingsworth is quickly formed, for Coverdale

recalls: "There never was any blaze of a fireside that

warmed and cheered me, in the down-sinkings and shiverings
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of my spirit, so effectually as did the light out of

those eyes, which lay so deep and dark under his shaggy

brows" (p. 42).

Coverdale's relationship with Priscilla, though,

seems to have been more a result of her involvement with

Zenobia and Hollingsworth than the result of any initial

affection Coverdale feels for her. He meets Priscilla the

night she is brought to the farmhouse, but the odd cir-

cumstances of her arrival, her timidity, and his preoccupa-

tion with the other associates preclude the possibility of

their immediately becoming friends. But Coverdale does

become indirectly acquainted with Priscilla while confined

to his sick-chamber. He hears her on the stairs with Zenobia

and often he perceives "a low, pleasant murmur, ascending

from the room below" which he "at last ascertained . . .

to be Priscilla's voice, babbling like a little brook

to Hollingsworth" (p. 50). Though she visits him in

his sick-chamber, bringing a linen night-cap that she

has made for him, Coverdale's friendship with Priscilla

never reaches the degree of attachment that marks his re-

lationship with Zenobia and Hollingsworth. His affection

for these two begins in warmth and kindness, but his

feelings for Priscilla begin in irony and remain cool

throughout most of his stay at Blithedale. He wonders,

at first, whether Priscilla could be "some desolate kind
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of a creature, doomed to wander about in snow-storms" or

one of Hollingsworth's "guilty patients" (p. 27). From

the outset, Priscilla was closely drawn to Zenobia and

Hollingsworth, able to talk "more largely and freely with

him than with Zenobia, towards whom, indeed, her feelings

seemed not so much to be confidence, as involuntary affec-

tion" (p. 50). Nevertheless, Coverdale is kind to her.

It is he, not Hollingsworth, who could "hardly judge that

she was an expected guest," and his awareness prompts

Hollingsworth to declare, "We'll make it right" (p. 27).

Priscilla, for her part, is never fond of Coverdale, for

her affections are completely spent on Zenobia and Hol-

lingsworth. Coverdale, of course, is aware of Priscilla's

preference and appears to be somewhat hurt by it:

I should have thought all the better of my own
qualities, had Priscilla marked me out for the
third place in her regards. But, though she
appeared to like me tolerably well, I could never
flatter myself with being distinguished by her,
as Hollingsworth and Zenobia were. (p. 50)

Coverdale realizes, then, that Priscilla, who depends

upon Hollingsworth for protection and who at first fixes

her "pair of large, brown, melancholy eyes upon Zenobia--

only for Zenobia!" (p. 27), is indifferent toward him.

Thus Coverdale's initial acceptance into the com-

munity appears to have been sure and swift. Coverdale

could have counted Zenobia and Hollingsworth as friends

as his first evening at Blithedale drew to a close, and



32

Priscilla, perhaps, asa potential third. But during his

illness, Coverdale was excluded from a great deal of ac-

tivity, activity which drew Zenobia, Hollingsworth, and

Priscilla into one sphere to which he was denied entry.

He did, of course, receive much attention from his asso-

ciates during his convalescence, for Hollingsworth acted

as his nurse, Zenobia delivered his gruel and amused him

with conversation, and, as Coverdale recalls, "All the

other members of the community showed me kindness, ac-

cording to the full measure of their capacity" (pp. 42-44).

But soon after his recovery, Coverdale's exclusion

becomes apparent. As the three grow more preoccupied with

one another, Miles Coverdale is left out, forced to

derive any satisfaction he may need from his friends vi-

cariously by observing and prying into their affairs. He

continues to operate from the terms of friendship earlier

established, but these terms cease to apply for Zenobia

and Hollingsworth. Coverdale, it is clear, comes even-

tually to be regarded as excess baggage by both. His

relationship with Priscilla, however, changes little, for

it had been somewhat infirm to begin with. Although

Allan and Barbara Lefcowitz maintain that Coverdale "vacil-

lates between detachment and involvement, feeling uneasy

about both possibilities," 5 both Coverdale's behavior

'Allan and Barbara Lefcowitz, "Some Rents in the Veil: New
Light on Priscilla and Zenobia in The Blithedale Romance," Nine-
teenth Century Fiction, 21 (December 1966) , 264.
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and his speculations suggest that his uneasiness is caused

not by his own vacillation but by that of his friends. The

warm promise of friendship is gradually extinguished as

his friends turn their attention from him to one another.

As their neglect of him increases, his attempts to regain

his former hold on their affections grow more desperate.

Thus, when telling his story twelve years later, Cover-

dale condemns himself for possessing "That cold tendency,

between instinct and intellect, which made me pry with a

speculative interest into people's passions and impulses,

[and which] appeared to have gone far towards unhumanizing

my heart" (p. 154). It seems evident that, denied direct

involvement with his friends' lives, he undertook the

observer's role because it was the only means available

of remaining involved with the persons in whom he is ob-

sessively interested. Now years later, reconstructing

his experience, he justifies his role as observer as one

natural to his character, for it is still painful to re-

call that he had been rejected by those to whom he had

committed himself.

Immersing himself in community activity after his

illness, Coverdale soon finds himself on unfamiliar

ground. Zenobia, who once expressed warm affection for

him, teases him about his poetry and the sort of person

he is to become if he prolongs his stay at Blithedale.
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She concludes her harangue by implying that Coverdale

falls far short when compared with Hollingsworth: "I

cannot conceive of being, so continually as Mr. Coverdale

is, within the sphere of a strong and noble nature, with-

out being strengthened and ennobled by its influence!"

(p. 68). Thus the woman who once could not tolerate

philanthopists now so prefers Hollingsworth to Coverdale

that she slights the latter. The relationship between

Zenobia and Coverdale deteriorates to the point that

Coverdale no longer feels safe in displaying his concern

with her activities or thoughts. Knowing, therefore,

that Westervelt intends to intercept Zenobia in the

forest, Coverdale asserts "that it would be quite a super-

erogatory piece of quixotism, in me, to undertake the

guardianship of Zenobia, who, for my pains, would only

make me the butt of endless ridicule, should the fact

ever come to her knowledge" (p. 94). This statement

points up not only Coverdale's growing sense of exclusion

but also his apprehension of appearing foolish or ludi-

crous, a fear that perhaps unconsciously motivates him

to emphasize his role of observer as he recounts his

experience many years later. Thus Coverdale directs

Westervelt to one of Zenobia's familiar haunts, one not

"so remote from the farm-house as to leave her in much

peril" (p. 94). In doing so he oversteps no boundaries
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set by Zenobia, for he has not overtly interfered. But

Coverdale may well feel guilty about the information

he supplies Westervelt, though the stranger could con-

ceivably have located Zenobia without Coverdale's assis-

tance, and the sense of guilt rising from his interview

with Westervelt as well as other occurrences affects

Coverdale's presentation of his role in the Blithedale

affair.

Coverdale reflects upon what became his constant role

in his relationship with his friends, and his reflection

reveals the process of reconstructing experience which

Hawthorne presents in The Blithedale Romance. Miles

Coverdale, now older, is able, because of the cleansing

effect of time and distance, to assign significance to his

experience, to order it in a pattern that is both intel-

ligible and emotionally satisfactory:

My own part, in these transactions, was singularly
subordinate. It resembled that of the Chorus in a

classic play, which seems to be set aloof from the
possibility of personal concernment, and bestows the

whole measure of its hope or fear, its exultation or
sorrow, on the fortunes of others, between whom and

itself this sympathy is the only bond.. Destiny, it
may be--the most skilful of stage-managers--seldom
chooses to arrange its scenes, and carry forward its
drama, without securing the presence of at least
one calm observer. It is his office to give ap-
plause, when due, and sometimes an inevitable tear,

to detect the final fitness of incident to character,

and distil, in his long-brooding thought, the whole
morality of the performance. (p. 97)

Coverdale must certainly have been aware of his subordin-

ate position while at Blithedale. But here he rationalizes
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his ancillary status, infuses it with honor, and, though

never declaring happiness with it, describes it as pre-

determined. The phrasing and diction of this passage re-

veal that Coverdale, in retrospect, assigns himself the

role of Chorus because he was not chosen for a major part;

the role of Chorus is not one which he would have selected

for himself. He wonders if perhaps his role was thrust

upon him by "Destiny" because fulfilling a part determined

by fate is more acceptable than admitting that his part

was subordinate because his friends refused to allow him

any other. Thus, Coverdale now sees himself as having had

assumed the office of "calm observer" by Destiny's direc-

tive: he sheds tears and applauds Hollingsworth's attempt

to reform "a single murderer" (p. 243), reports that Zeno-

bia would not have drowned herself had she known "how ill

it would become her" (p. 236), and, though professing

the moral of his recollections to be that "from the very

gate of heaven, there is a by-way to the pit" (p. 243),

spends the years since his Blithedale experience in "long-

brooding thought," trying to derive a satisfactory explana-

tion for all that occurred at Blithedale.

This passage also reveals the anguish Coverdale felt

as an outsider. The phrase "seems to be set aloof from

the possibility of personal concernment" suggests that

although the role of chorus would appear to have precluded

emotional involvement, Coverdale was actually quite eager
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to act upon his feelings and was ready to display his in-

volvement if hewere only wanted. Moreover, the phrase

indicates that he adopts the role of Chorus in retrospect,

for had he consciously undertaken such a detached role

while at Blithedale, had it been his intention to function

as mere observer, he would not have suffered the pain of

rejection he so often expresses in his narrative. On the

contrary, he would have been pleased with himself for hav-

ing achieved his purpose. That Coverdale is prepared to

take a more active part is disclosed in a comment following

the passage quoted above:

Not to be out of the way, in case there were need
of me in my vocation, and, at the same time, to
avoid thrusting myself where neither Destiny nor
mortals might desire my presence, I remained pretty
near the verge of the woodlands. My position was
off the track of Zenobia's customary walk, yet not
so remote but that a recognized occasion might
speedily have brought me thither. (p. 97)

Coverdale, no doubt, remained on "the verge" much while at

Blithedale, prepared to involve himself in events or with

his friends if circumstances indicated that he was wanted

or needed. Coverdale, like a chorus, "bestows the whole

measure" of his emotion "on the fortunes of others" not

out of choice but by necessity. There is a hint of

parasitism in Coverdale, but there is also the hint that

he would rather be host.

Later, musing in his hotel after his break with Hol-

lingsworth, Coverdale asserts that he had begun "to long

for a catastrophe":
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Let it all come! As for me, I would look on, as it
seemed my part to do, understandingly, if my intel-
lect could fathom the meaning and the moral, and,
at all events, reverently and sadly. The curtain
fallen, I would pass onward with my poor individual
life, which was now attenuated of much of its proper
substance, and diffused among many alien interests.
(p. 157)

The words "reverently" and "sadly" indicate a degree of

emotional involvement, and that Coverdale looks forward

only to a "poor" and "attenuated" life after the expected

catastrophe indicates the degree to which his emotions

have been wasted by the others. The young Coverdale was

surely aware that his affection for his friends was unre-

quited, but the older Coverdale, as he constructs his ac-

count of the experience, regards his rejection as an

inevitable design of fate. Although he seems resigned to

his role of observer, Coverdale is far from pleased with

it and suffers much anguish because of it, for it was

foisted upon him by persons he loved. Not allowed to act

directly because those forwhomhe cared returned little of

his affection, Coverdale tried to remain a part of the ac-

tion by watching, observing, and speculating. Coverdale's

problem was not that he was "too timid to commit himself

to anyone or anything" as Robert H. Fossum asserts, but that

those to whom Coverdale committed himself withdrew their

affection and he was left foundering.6

6Fossum, p. 147.
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After Zenobia discovers him watching her and Pris-

cilla from his hotel window, Coverdale spends hours wonder-

ing about their presencein the city and "the connection

of Westervelt with both" (p. 160). Miles Coverdale must

wonder and muse, "suffering [his] colorless life to take

its hue from other lives" (p. 245) because his interest

in his friends is all-consuming; yet observational involve-

ment is the only means by which he is allowed to express

his concern. Assuring himself that his "relations with

Zenobia" were "as yet unchanged--as a familiar friend,

and associated in the same life-long enterprise," he

realizes that it is his "option to be personally present"

in her drawing room (p. 162). Upon entering, however,

he becomes immediately aware of a great difference in

their relations:

The thought came sadly across me, how great was

the contrast betwixt this interview and our first

meeting. Then, in the warm light of the country
fireside, Zenobia had greeted me cheerily and hope-

fully, with a full sisterly grasp of the hand, con-

veying as much kindness in it as other women could
have evinced by the pressure of both arms around

my neck, or by yielding a cheek to the brotherly
salute. (p. 163)

Zenobia's cool greeting, her aloofness, the change in her

behavior toward him provoke Coverdale to attempt to rouse

some feeling in her. Hurt and rejected, he swears that

Zenobia "should be compelled to give me a glimpse of some-

thing true; some nature, some passion, no matter whether
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right or wrong, provided it were real" (p. 165). For

Coverdale, her indifference has become intolerable. Ex-

cluded from his friends' lives and concerns, he needs

most, it seems, to know how things stand so that he can

define his place in their relations.

Hollingsworth's rejection of Coverdale is much more

forthright and explicit than Zenobia's. During his ill-

ness, Coverdale is sure of his intimate friendship with

Hollingsworth, sure that the love he bears for the philan-

thropist is returned. But Coverdale soon wonders "whether

it were possible that Hollingsworth could have watched by

my bedside, with all that devoted care, only for the ul-

terior purpose of making me a proselyte to his views" (p.

57). Coverdale realizes the chilling implications of this

conjecture: he confesses that this "horrible suspicion

crept into my heart, and stung the very core of it as with

the fangs of an adder" (p. 57). Just the prospect of be-

trayal by his friend wounds him. The sincerity of Hollings-

worth's motives is never fully determined, but it is not

long before he demands Coverdale's allegiance to his

philanthropic plan: "Be with me," Hollingsworth warns, "or

be against me! There isno third choice for you" (p. 135).

In speaking earlier of his friendship with Hollingsworth,

Coverdale complains that "by-and-by, you missed the tender-

ness of yesterday, and grew drearily conscious that
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Hollingsworth had a closer friend than ever you could be"

(p. 55). Coverdale can never be to Hollingsworth what

Hollingsworth has been to him. Hollingsworth's fanaticism

eventually leads him to attack Coverdale for not being "in

earnest, either as a poet or a laborer," a denunciation

that leaves Coverdale "a little hurt" (p. 68). Coverdale

does love Hollingsworth (p. 70); once, when describing

his leafy hermitage, Coverdale remarks, "I brought thither

no guest, because, after Hollingsworth failed me, there

was no longer the man alive with whom I could think of

sharing all" (p. 99).

It is with great effort that Coverdale resists Hol-

lingsworth's demand that he either join the philanthropic

scheme or dissolve the friendship. The "heart-pang" of

Coverdale's refusal"was not merely figurative, but an

absolute torture of the breast" (p. 135). The break, how-

ever, is complete. Hollingsworth, Coverdale believes,

has "cast off a friend, for no unworthiness, but merely

because he stands upon his right, as an individual being,

and looks at matters through his own optics" (p. 135).

Thus, as Coverdale leaves the community, he and Hollings-

worth pass "as if mutually invisible" because, as Cover-

dale says, "When a real and strong affection has come to

an end, it is not well to mock the sacred past with any

show of those common-place civilities that belong to

ordinary intercourse" (p. 143). Coverdale feels betrayed,
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for Hollingsworth's unreasonable demand violates their

friendship, showing little concern or regard for Cover-

dale's beliefs or inclinations. Coverdale, it seems, has

received but scanty return on the wealth of emotion he

has spent on his friends.

In Chapter IX, "Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and Priscilla,"

Coverdale considers the problem his three friends have be-

come for him. Almost compulsively he follows their af-

fairs because, after having accepted him as a friend, they

now systematically exclude him, treating him with disdain

or as if his presence were superfluous. The exchange of

feeling is imbalanced, as Coverdale knows:

Other associates had a portion of my time; other mat-
ters amused me; passing: occurrences carried me along
with them, while they lasted. But here was the vor-
tex of my meditations around which they revolved, and
whitherward they too continually tended. In the midst
of cheerful society, I had often a feeling of loneli-
ness. For it was impossible not to be sensible, that,
while these three characters figured so largely on
my private theatre, I--though probably reckoned as
a friend by all--was at best but a secondary or ter-
tiary personage with either of them. (pp. 69-70)

At Eliot's pulpit, Coverdale reveals his bitter awareness

that he hardly matters to his friends: "I smiled--somewhat

bitterly, it is true--in contemplation of my own ill-luck.

How little did these two women care for me, who had freely

conceded all their claims, and a great deal more, out of

the fulness of my heart . . . " (p. 124). Later, estab-

lished in town, Coverdale laments "the coincidence that

had borne me to this one spot, of all others in a great
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city, and transfixed me there, and compelled me again to

waste my already wearied sympathies on affairs which were

none of mine, and persons who cared little for me" (p.

157).

That he is hurt, indeed wounded, by his friends indi-

cates that he has no little feeling for them, for one is

usually not wounded by those for whom he cares little.

George Monteiro's assertion that Coverdale's "inability

to engage himself emotionally commits him to the passive

agony of watching others live" does not account for Cover-

dale's awareness of his subordinate role and the dissatis-

faction with which he views it.7  John Stubbs, too, be-

lieves that Hawthorne "presents Coverdale as the completely

detached man. Not that Coverdale would not like to be a

manipulator. He is just not capable of the involvement

in life necessary for even the misuse of human sympathy."8

Coverdale is capable and willing, but his efforts to be-

come involved have failed because he meets with no coopera-

tion from those with whom he would become intimate. His

affections are engaged, but he is not included in the

entanglement of theirs. Coverdale comprehends his position

7 George Monteiro, "Hawthorne, James, and the Destruc-
tive Self," Texas Studies in Language and Literature, 4
(Spring 1962), 64.

'John C. Stubbs, The Pursuit of Form: A Study of Haw-
thorne and the Romance (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1970O)~p. 131.
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best, perhaps, just before meeting Moodie to discover

whatever answers the old man can provide:

Here, I was only an intruder. Elsewhere, there
might be circumstances in which I could establish
a personal interest, and people who would respond,
with a portion of their sympathies, for so much as
I should bestow of mine. (p. 174)

Coverdale did not expect to receive love or friendship

without offering his own, and at first he seemed to have

found both. But the friends with whom he shared affection

and concern eventually rejected him, becoming indifferent

to him and resenting him when he continued to act under

the terms of friendship first established. In effect,

they changed the rules on him, not because of any defi-

ciency of his own but because their personal interests made

it more expedient to ignore him than to include him.

Recalling all that had passed at Blithedale, Cover-

dale reflects that "a man cannot always decide for him-

self whether his own heart is cold or warm. It now im-

presses me, that, if I erred at all, in regard to Hollings-

worth, Zenobia, and Priscilla, it was through too much sym-

pathy, rather than too little" (p. 154). Coverdale, it

is apparent, had been guilty of that "troublesome offence"

he had assured Zenobia he would never commit: favoring

his friends "with a little more love than [they] can con-

veniently dispose of" (p. 34). Years later Coverdale

tries to justify his expenditure of emotion, emotion

that garnered him little satisfaction, by claiming
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detachment from affairs in which he was actually very much

involved. Coverdale has nothing to show for the time

spent at Blithedale; his life after the experience has

been just as empty as his life before. As Coverdale points

out, "one still retains some little consideration for one's

self" (p. 245). To maintain his self-respect, Coverdale

must justify his role at Blithedale. Hence he obscures

the degree to which he was involved with the experiment

and with his friends, probably unconsciously, hoping some-

how to derive from his recollections an acceptable truth

without directly confronting an extremely painful one.



CHAPTER III

COVE RDALE' S MOTIVATION

By placing Miles Coverdale "more than twelve"1 years'

distance from the experience he recounts, Nathaniel Haw-

thorne provides the narrator the "available foothold be-

tween fiction and reality" (p. 2) that he discusses in the

preface to The Blithedale Romance and that he so often

sought as an author. It was necessary to time Coverdale's

telling of the story as Hawthorne did, for Hawthorne's

illustration of the process by which one recalls experience,

orders it, and assigns it significance is inextricably tied

to the passing of time. Although immediate experience is

handled in the same manner as experience long past, by

distancing Coverdale from the events he recounts Hawthorne

clarifies the idea that one's understanding of experience

is the subjective result of musing and brooding about it

over an extended period of time. Memory is never exact,

especially if one has good reason or believes he has good

reason to wish that an experience had been different. In

'William Charvat et al., eds., The Blithedale Ro-
mance and Fanshawe, The Centenary Edition of the Works of
Nathaniel THawthorne, III (Columbus: Ohio State University
Press, 1964,), 235. Subsequent references to this edition
of The Blithedale Romance will be indicated within the text.

46
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The Blithedale Romance, in fact, Hawthorne unfolds the

theme that perception, memory, and experience are all sub-

ject to alterations imposed by time, distance, and one's

need, one's motivation, to reconcile experienced events

with one's real or imagined image of one's self. Truth,

it seems, is relative to the individual, and it is an in-

dividual's subjective truth which Hawthorne presents through

Miles Coverdale in The Blithedale Romance.

Coverdale's awareness that time and his own predilec-

tion to believe certain things about himself and others

have affected his perception of events is emphasized

throughout the novel. 2 Coverdale deliberately distorts

nothing, but the ambiguities and mysteries inherent in his

reconstruction of his Blithedale experience suggest that

his truth is not the truth, objective and final. Haw-

thorne's allowing Coverdale this subjective truth is im-

portant to an understanding of the novel. As Coverdale's

creator, Hawthorne is, of course, in control of him, so

one must assume that the lack of clarity in Coverdale's

tale was deliberate on Hawthorne's part. Hawthorne wished

to illustrate that the common manner of existence is some-

where between fiction and fact, that each individual func-

tions somewhere between fantasy and truth, that, indeed,

2For a discussion of the veils "woven by time, by

circumstance, by imagination, by manner, by mood, by tem-

perament," see Frank Davidson, "Toward a Re-Evaluation of
The Blithedale Romance," New England Quarterly, 25 (Sep-
tember 1952)7374-83.
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each individual is confined to an existence between the

two because reality itself is subjective, filtered through

the individual's perception and understood in the context

of one's own emotions, motivations, and desires. Cover-

dale recognizes the subjectivity of his version of his

experiences, disavows responsibility both for his actions

and his explanations of them, and presents, covertly be-

cause unintentionally, his unconscious motivation for

telling his story the way it is told. There is no doubt

that Coverdale's truth is subjective, for a more objective

truth is implicit in the narrative, but the objective truth

is not what Hawthorne designed Coverdale to tell. Instead,

Hawthorne supplies Coverdale with several reasons or

motivations for wishing to construct an acceptable truth;

these motivations are the sources of Coverdale's ambiguity

and suggest a truth that Coverdale avoids telling. Cover-

dale's account of Blithedale becomes a justification, a

rationalization of his experience there, for he is seeking

to rid himself of the guilt he associates with the exper-

ience, to overcome his fear that he was somewhat foolish

to have participated in the experiment and to have cared

for persons who did not return his affection, and to ex-

plain the subsequent emptiness of his life.

Though Coverdale never explicitly admits culpability

for his role in certain Blithedale events, that he does

suffer from a sense of guilt is evident from many of his
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comments and is one of the reasons he writes of his exper-

ience. His narrative at times reads like a confession,

for, although he addresses an audience, his tale seems to

have been written for himself, a personal justification

of his actions. 3 The question of whether Coverdale is

actually guilty of any offense is irrelevant; Arlin

Turner notes that Hawthorne's "characters suffer the con-

sequences of guilt because they believe they have sinned,

though it may be that the guilt exists only in their

minds."'

Both his prying and his inability to forestall the

catastrophe which he fears willbe brought about as

Priscilla and Zenobia "jostle one another in their love"

(p. 72) for Hollingsworth are sources of guilt for Cover-

dale. Nor has his sense of guilt diminished over the

years; his reflections indicate that the years spent musing

3 Richard Dilworth Rust, "Coverdale's Confession,A Key
to Meaning in The Blithedale Romance" in Literature and
Ideas in Ameri5: aEssays in Memory of Harry Hayden Clark,
ed. Robert Falk (Athens: ohio University Press, 1975)7,p.
108, agrees that personal motives prompt Coverdale to tell
his story. Rust asserts that Coverdale is seeking sympathy
from his readers and "is trying to solve the mystery of his
own personality and present lifeless existence."

'Arlin Turner, Nathaniel Hawthorne: An Introduction
and Interpretation (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1961)T , p.
54. Coverdale's sense of guilt has been briefly noted by
both Louis Auchincloss, "The Blithedale Romance: A Study in
Form and Point of View," Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal, 2
(1972), 57, and Kelley Griffeth,Jr., "Form in The Blithe-
dale Romance," American Literature, 40 (March 1968),24.
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about his part in Blithedale affairs have done nothing to

lessen the intensity of his fear that he should have be-

haved differently while at Blithedale. Commenting upon

the distortion which accompanies "the study of individual

men and women," Coverdale wonders if perhaps his observa-

tions constituted a sort of betrayal: "Thus, as my con-

science has often whispered me, I did Hollingsworth a

great wrong by prying into his character, and am perhaps

doing him as great a one, at this moment, by putting faith

in the discoveries which I seemed to make" (p. 69). But

Coverdale admits that he "could not help it" (p. 69), an

admission which supports the idea that he observed and

speculated because the others rejected him. Years later,

of course, he is still prying into his friends' characters,

attempting to construct a plausible explanation for all

that occurred.

Coverdale also expresses guilt for being so curious

about Priscilla. Leaving Eliot's pulpit, Coverdale sees

Priscilla "droop" as Zenobia clasps Hollingsworth's hand,

and begins to question the young girl about her sadness:

No doubt, it was a kind of sacrilege in me to at-
tempt to come within her maidenly mystery. But as

she appeared to be tossed aside by her other friends,
or carelessly let fall, like a flower which they
had done with, I could not resist the impulse to
take just one peep beneath her folded petals.
(p. 125)

Here once more his inquisitiveness is linked to his sense

of exclusion, for again he cannot help prying, although he
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feels guilty for doing so. Coverdale's need to know how

things are within the sphere from which his friends exclude

him later prompts him to waylay old Moodie "for the purpose

of ascertaining whether the knot of affairs was as inex-

tricable, on that side" as he had "found it on all others"

(p. 174). Finding Moodie reticent and incommunicative,

however, Coverdale determines that a few draughts of liquor

might warm the old fellow into conversation. "Nor," he

says, "could I think it a matter for the recording angel

to write down against me, if . . . I should thaw him out,

were it only for an hour, with the summer warmth ofa little

wine" (pp. 179-80). Although Coverdale seeks answers from

Moodie as a last resort, he rationalizes his efforts to

draw the old man out, once again revealing that he feels

guilty about interfering but is so obsessed with the need

to understand his friends that he must -do so.

By reconstructing his experience at Blithedale, Cover-

dale is trying to exorcise his guilt about the part he

played there. Late in the novel Zenobia castigates Cover-

dale for cold-heartedly meddling, interfering out of "idle-

ness" or "sport" (p. 170). Coverdale protests that what

she calls his prying actually arises from "an uncertain

sense of some duty to perform" (p. 170). Although Cover-

dale's sense of guilt concerning Zenobia and her fate will

be discussed later in this study, Coverdale's references

to "duty" must be noted here. In Chapter IX,,"Hollingsworth,
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Zenobia, and Priscilla," Coverdale analyzes his responsi-

bility toward each of his friends. He claims, confirming

his involvement with them,"Had I been as cold-hearted as

I sometimes thought myself, nothing would have interested

me more than to witness the play of passions that must

thus have been evolved" (p. 72) from the entanglement he

sees forming among Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and Priscilla.

He asserts, however, that he "would really have gone far

to save Priscilla, at least, from the catastrophe in which

such a drama would be apt to terminate" (p. 72). His later

effort to rescue Priscilla from Zenobia and Westervelt is

thwarted by Priscilla herself, of course, for she who has no

"free-will" is too much under the influence of the others

to respond to Coverdale's offer (pp. 171-73). Considering

his responsibility toward the philanthropist, Coverdale

concludes that if he "had any duty whatever, in reference

to Hollingsworth, it was, to endeavor to save Priscilla

from that kind of personal worship which her sex is gener-

ally prone to lavish upon saints and heroes" (p. 71). An

expression of Coverdale's sense of duty toward Zenobia

prefigures his later comment that should he presume to take

her under his protection, she would respond by mocking

him (p. 94):

As for Zenobia, I saw no occasion to give myself
any trouble. With her native strength, and her
experience of the world, she could not be supposed
to need any help of mine. Nevertheless, I was
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really generous enough to feel some little interest
likewise for Zenobia. (p. 79)

Coverdale's reflections indicate that he feared a catas-

trophe and that he felt bound by duty to avert it, yet the

catastrophe falls.5 It is he who directs Westervelt to

Zenobia (p. 94), and from that meeting a number of be-

trayals evolve which lead to the final catastrophe.

Coverdale may well have doubted his innocence of all that

Zenobia accuses him (p. 218).

Miles Coverdale, in fact, may have felt guilty about

what he seems to have viewed as his disloyalty to the

Blithedale community. Returning to the farm after his

visit to the city, Coverdale wishes that he had arrived

earlier; had he done so, he muses, "My entrance might be

so quiet, my aspect so familiar, that they would forget

how long I had been away, and suffer me to melt into the

scene . . . " (p. 207). That he would like his associates

to forget his long absence suggests that he felt guilty

about abandoning a cause for which he had been "resolute

to die in the last ditch" (p. 138). Had his visit to the

city not been so protracted, he might also have learned

the answers to those subjects which, he says, "for so

many months past, had kept my heart and my imagination

5Auchincloss, in fact, believes that "the detached
observer helped to cause the tragedy that he thought he
was only observing" p. 57.
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idly feverish" (p. 215) and perhaps have done something

to reconcile his friends to one another. After Zenobia's

death, Coverdale leaves Blithedale "and went back thither

no more" because the "whole soil of [the] farm, for a long

time afterwards, seemed but the sodded earth over her

grave," making it impossible for Coverdale to "toil

there" or to "live upon its products" (p. 245). The ex-

periment, of course, does fail, and Coverdale seems to

have experienced guilt for its failure. As he once de-

clares to Hollingsworth, "I would be loth to take the ruin

of this enterprise upon my conscience!" (p. 132). But at

times he appears to have done so.

Feeling ill at ease and anticipating additional self-

blame should the resolution of the Blithedale affair be

tragic, Coverdale seems to link his sense of guilt to

his involvement with his friends and his inability to use

his involvement constructively:

Hollingsworth, Zenobia, Priscilla! They glided
mistily before me, as I walked. Sometimes, in my
solitude, I laughed with the bitterness of self-
scorn, remembering how unreservedly I had given up
my heart and soul to interests that were not mine.
What had I ever had to do with them? And why, bei:g
now free, should I take this thraldom on me, once
again? It was both sad and dangerous, I whispered
to myself, to be in too close affinity with the
passions, the errors, and the misfortunes, of in-
dividuals who stood within a circle of their own,
into which, if I stept at all, it must be as an
intruder, and at a peril that I could not estimate
(pp. 205-06)
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Coverdale, it seems, has an intense need to justify his

role at Blithedale. Rejected by Hollingsworth, ignored

by Priscilla, accused by Zenobia (pp. 170-71), excluded

from the affairs in which these three are immersed, he

attempts to rationalize his behavior by professing indif-

ference and noninvolvement. But the uneasiness he so

often reveals belies his pose as disinterested observer

and suggests that one of the reasons he broods over Blithe-

dale for so many years is that he is trying to determine

the extent of his responsibility for the outcome of events

at Blithedale. Indeed, his frequent references to his

sense of guilt and his attempt to justify each action he

associates with guilt indicate that a need to vindicate him-

self motivates him to reconstruct the experience that has

so long obsessed him in an attempt to derive a satisfac-

tory account of his actions. Through a recollection and re-

evaluation ofhis Blithedale experience, Coverdale seeks

absolution from his own nagging conscience.

But a need to maintain self-respect also motivates

him to reconstruct his Blithedale experience. He is not

sure, even as he narrates the tale, whether he had been

foolish or wise in his involvement with Blithedale, Hol-

lingsworth, Zenobia, and Priscilla. That he is able to

see the experience as both absurd and noble and that he

consistently links both evaluations indicate that he

cannot determine which of the two is a true judgment.
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He fears that his venture is foolish before he goes to

Blithedale (p. 8), shortly after arriving, (pp. 18, 40),

while there (p. 101), while in the city (pp. 146-47),

upon returning to Blithedale (pp. 206-07), and after all

is over (pp. 246-47). Yet, often in passages adjoining

those in which he reveals his doubt, he also expresses

confidence in his decision to join the community before

he arrives (pp. 8, 10-11), shortly after arriving (pp.

18-19), while there (pp. 61-62), while in the city (p. 165),

upon returning (pp. 206-07), and at the end of his narra-

tive (pp. 246-47). Coverdale, it seems, claims both op-

tions, much as he is unable to determine, upon leaving

Blithedale after the crisis with Hollingsworth, whether

his present life in the hotel or his previous life at

Blithedale is the truer reality:

At one moment, the very circumstances now surround-
ing me--my coal-fire, and the dingy room in the
bustling hotel--appeared far off and intangible.
The next instant, Blithedale looked vague, as if it

were at a distance both in time and space, and so
shadowy, that a question might be raised whether the
whole affair had been anything more than the thoughts
of a speculative man. (p. 146)

Because all interpretations of reality lie somewhere be-

tween truth and fantasy, Coverdale sometimes sees his ex-

perience as foolish, at other times, wise. Nevertheless,

both views must be justified. If he has been wise, all

is well, but if he has been foolish, pride demands that

he rationalize his foolishness.
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In retrospect, Coverdale blurs the distinction be-

tween foolishness and wisdom, imparting some intrinsic

worth to the epithets "foolishness" and "nonsense." Thus,

if he at times appears to have been foolish, he may take

refuge in his belief "that the profoundest wisdom must

be mingled with nine-tenths of nonsense; else it is not

worth the breath that utters it" (p. 129). Discussing the

danger presented by egotistical philanthropists, Coverdale

avers that "it is not cowardice, but wisdom, to avoid these

victims" (p. 70). Recalling Zenobia's tale of Theodore

and the Veiled Lady, Coverdale pronounces the legend "un-

deniable nonsense, but not necessarily the worse for that"

(p. 108). Coverdale's preoccupation with whether he had

been foolish or heroic is another of the obsessions which

motivate him to recall and to reorder his experience, for

this concern indicates that he is striving to understand

his experience in a way that will not destroy his self-

respect. Early in his recountal he muses on the difference

between wisdom and foolishness:

The better life! Possibly, it would hardly look
so, now; it is enough if it looked so, then. The

greatest obstacle to being heroic, is the doubt

whether one may not be going to prove one's self

a fool; the truest heroism is, to resist the doubt--

and the profoundest wisdom, to know when it ought
to be resisted, and when to be obeyed. (p. 10)

Coverdale goes to Blithedale despite his doubt, casting

his lot with the conmunitarians and his love to his three

friends, thereby fitting into the category of "truest
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heroism." But it is never clear whether he has exhibited

"the profoundest wisdom," for he never proffers an opinion

on whether his fear of showing himself "a fool" should

have been "resisted" or "obeyed."

But the narrator later reports a statement made by

Zenobia which has much the same import as his own earlier

one. Berating Coverdale for his derisive estimation of

Hollingsworth, an estimation which she says "falls short

of Mr. Hollingsworth's just claims," Zenobia addresses

the subjects of heroism and foolishness:

But you are very pardonable for fancying him

ridiculous. Doubtless, he is so--to you! There
can be no truer test of the noble and heroic, in

any individual, than the degree in which he pos-
sesses the faculty of distinguishing heroism from
absurdity. (p. 166)

Zenobia, of course, fails her own test; her inability to

distinguish absurdity from heroism, which constitutes self-

betrayal, leads her to commit suicide. Coverdale, however,

says that he "dared make no retort to Zenobia's concluding

apothegm" (p. 167). It is not clear whether he accepts

Zenobia's appraisal, for his attack upon Hollingsworth's

character had been provoked, he says, by Zenobia's in-

difference, and the "slight, pitying, half-kind, half-

scornful mention of the man who was all in all with her"

had been intended to force her into showing "the true

flesh and blood of her heart" (p. 166). Coverdale's recol-

lections may have been motivated, in part, by a need to
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clear himself of her charge, for he advances the notion

that even in foolishness and absurdity there is a certain

nobility and heroism. He reflects, "I rejoice that I

could once think better of the world's improvability

than it deserved. It is a mistake into which men seldom

fall twice, ina lifetime; or, if so, the rarer and higher

is the nature that can thus magnanimously persist in

error" (p. 20). Coverdale, then, infuses foolishness

with nobility so that if he at times appears to have been

foolish he will still appear to have been right in pursuing

to the end a course foolishly chosen. He says, in effect,

that he is glad to have been foolish if foolish he had

been.

In the final pages of The Blithedale Romance, pages

reserved for the narrator's "individual and sole behoof"

(p. 245), Miles Coverdale describes the years of inactivity

and idleness which have passed since his final departure

from Blithedale. He is still a bachelor, "with no very

decided purpose of ever being otherwise," and is again

very much alone: "Being well to do in the world, and having

nobody but myself to care for," he says, "I live very much

at my ease, and fare sumptuously every day" (p. 246). Men-

tioning only the "pretty little volume" of poetry published

ten years before and two trips to Europe, spending "a year

or two, rather agreeably, at each visit," Coverdale muses
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that the interval of his life since Blithedale has passed

not "happily" but "tolerably enough" (p. 246). His sub-

sequent life is quite similar--in fact, almost identical--

to the life he spent before joining the Blithedale com-

munity. As Robert H. Fossum states, Coverdale "ends as he

began: a bachelor in every sense of the word. .0. .1"

Returning to a self-centered existence, Coverdale derives

what pleasure he can from an absorption in material and

superficial objects and events. Yet the satisfaction he

once expressed for the indolent and aimless life (pp. 8,

40) cannot be recovered. He had not, of course, found

his pre-Blithedale existence entirely adequate; had he

been thoroughly pleased, he would never have exchanged

it for the more demanding life at Blithedale. But not

even the prospect of becoming partially satisfied with

the life he has resumed now exists, nor is he able to

conceive of ever again finding satisfaction, much less

happiness. Recognizing the emptiness of his life, Cover-

dale admits, "Life, however, it must be owned, has come

to rather an idle pass with me" (p. 247). Since leaving

Blithedale, Coverdale has been immobilized by, as he says,

"the unsatisfied retrospect that I fling back on life, and

my listless glance towards the future" (p. 247). The

6 Robert H. Fossum, Hawthorne's Inviolable Circle:

The Problem of Time (Delano, Florida: Everett/Edwards,
Inc., 1972),~~. 147.
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present has no meaning for Coverdale, for, unlike the re-

generation experienced when his "fit of illness had been

an avenue between two existences" which led him "into

the freer region that lay beyond" his former "life of

old conventionalisms" and made of him "quite another man"

(p. 61), Coverdale has not emerged from his Blithedale

experience with "a lively sense of the exultation with

which the spirit will enter on the next stage of its eter-

nal progress" (p. 61). Coverdale "by no means wish[es] to

die," but his present life has been "rendered . . . all

an emptiness" (p. 246).

Coverdale's experience at Blithedale and its un-

resolved significance have produced in him a spiritual

void. Though he is able to function and to live a life

the surface of which is smooth enough, he cannot rid him-

self of the knowledge that he "once hoped strenuously,

and struggled" toward a meaningful existence (p. 247).

Nor is the fact that nothing came of his hopes and strug-

gles ever far from his thoughts, for his "colorless life"

(p. 245) serves as a constant reminder. Although he

grants that "frostier heads" than his "have gained honor

in the world; frostier hearts have imbibed new warmth,

and been newly happy" (p. 247), he has little hope that

his own frosty head and heart will ever be counted among

them. Indeed, his thoughts return so often to Blithedale

(p. 245) that he seems to have spent the major portion of
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his time since his departure from the community in re-

living the experience. "More and more," he says, "I feel

that we had struck upon what ought to be a truth" (pp.

245-46), a statement which indicates he has been examining

the incident with some regularity for the past twelve or

more years.

The reason, perhaps, that Coverdale dwells so long

upon the experience is that it mattered in a way no pre-

vious or subsequent experience has mattered. At Blithedale

he loved, he worked for a cause outside himself, he felt

both joy and pain in an intensity that had before never

been rivaled nor repeated after. And nothing came of it.

Afterwards, he reverted to his former self, now haunted

by the realization that "real life never arranges 
itself

exactly like a romance" (p. 104), for in a romance, hero-

ism and virtue receive their just reward. He discovers

that "the bitter honey" (p. 76) which he offered Pris-

cilla--"the good we aim at will not be attained" (p. 75)--

is painfully, horribly accurate. Because of this realiza-

tion, Coverdale must justify his attempt to establish a

better life. Revealing the difficulty of sustaining a

single view of a former experience, he laments, "Alas,

what faith is requisite to bear up against such results of

generous effort" (p. 246). His recountal, reordering,

and reconstruction of experience is an attempt to justify

his effort and his faith in an affair which yielded such
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painful, unsatisfying results, leaving him alone to drift

through the emptiness of his existence. Needing to know

and to understand the experience that led him to such an

"idle pass" (p. 247), Coverdale tries to put the pieces

together, to arrange them in some way which makes sense,

to construct for himself an acceptable truth.

But Coverdale's awareness that memory sometimes ad-

justs to that which one wishes were true asserts itself,

casting shadows upon what he claims is the truth and

illuminating that truth he would deny. Related to Cover-

dale's gnawing fear that he had proved himself a fool

by his connectionwithBlithedale is the series of dis-

claimers he makes which repudiates both his actions at

Blithedale and his later recountal of them. More than once

he expresses doubt about the truth of his version of

Blithedale events. "Of course, I am perfectly aware

that the above statement is exaggerated, in the attempt

to make it adequate," Coverdale says after remarking Hol-

lingsworth's character. He then advises, "Let the reader

abate whatever he deems fit" (p. 71). Later, before re-

counting the conversation between Westervelt and Zenobia

upon which he had eavesdropped, Coverdale warns that "What

I seem to remember, I yet suspect may have been patched

together by my fancy, in brooding over the matter, after-

wards" (p. 104). After reporting the conversation, he
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again admits that perhaps his account of events does not

strictly adhere to fact. He says, "By long brooding over

our recollections, we subtilize them into something akin

to imaginary stuff, and hardly capable of being distin-

guished from it" (pp. 104-05).

Coverdale suggests that he may have taken some liberty

when reporting Zenobia's legend (p. 107) and freely con-

cedes taking "a trifle of romantic and legendary license"

(p. 181) with old Moodie's history. Peering into Zenobia's

drawing room from his hotel window, Coverdale thinks he

notes that Zenobia and Westervelt "mutually repelled each

other--by some incompatibility of their spheres" (p. 156).

Coverdale then confesses that "This impression, however,

might have been altogether the result of fancy and preju-

dice, in me. The distance was so great as to obliterate

any play of feature, by which I might otherwise have been

made a partaker of their counsels" (p. 156). Coverdale's

reflections indicate that not even an immediate evaluation

of one's perception can be trusted to be wholly accurate,

an idea he elaborates upon in the opening paragraph of

Chapter XXIII:

Thus, in all the weeks of my absence, my thoughts
continually reverted back, brooding upon the by-

gone months, and bringing up incidents that seemed

hardly to have left a trace of themselves, in their

passage. I spent painful hours in recalling these

trifles, and rendering them more misty and unsub-
stantial than at first, by the quantity of specula-
tive musing, thus kneaded in with them. (p. 194)
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This passage illustrates well the process in which

Coverdale is involved, the process Hawthorne sought to

depict in The Blithedale Romance. Incidents that seemingly

passed without notice are recalled, assigned significance,

and placed within a pattern one seems to have discovered

in the whole. It is no wonder that to Coverdale Blithe-

dale "appears all like a dream" (p. 165), as he tells

Zenobia, for a recollection of the past is comprised of

both fact and fiction. A "quantity of speculative musing"

is inevitably "kneaded in" with facts recalled, and, as

the passage indicates, one is sometimes not certain of the

significance a particular incident will assume when

linked with other incidents. Thus, while Rita Gollin's

thesis that The Blithedale Romance "is about dreaming and

daydreaming" does not adequately account for the pervading

ambiguity of the novel, her assertion that Coverdale

"struggles . . . to make sense out of his dream-like

life" is affirmed by the difficulty he meets in trying

to discern actual from imagined perceptions.7

The "non sequiturs, inconsistencies, and contradic-

tions" which Kent Bales notes in Coverdale's narrative are

not the least "damning," as Bales pronounces them.8

7Rita K. Gollin, "'Dreamwork' in The Blithedale Ro-

mance," ESO: A Journal of the American Renaissance, 19

(2nd Quarter 1973) , 74, .

'Kent Bales, "The Blithedale Romance: Coverdale's

Mean and Subversive Egotism, " Bucknell Review, 21, No. 2

(Fall 1973), 67.
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Coverdale cannot be faulted for the ambiguity and misti-

ness of his recountal of his experience, for such ambiguity

is central to the theme of The Blithedale Romance. Haw-

thorne provided Coverdale with reasons to narrate the

story the way he does, emphasizing some aspects of his

experience and obscuring others, because he wished to

reproduce in the novel that shadowy region between truth

and fantasy in which reality is experienced and interpreted.

Daniel G. Hoffman has noted, in a somewhat different con-

text, that Hawthorne "has Miles Coverdale treat Blithedale

as though it were both" daydream and fact.) Hawthorne

does so, it seems, to point up the theme that truth is

relative, that what one terms "reality" depends upon a

subjective interpretation of experience. Roy R. Male

specifies the "relation between inner experience, par-

ticularly daydreaming, and the reality of ordinary life"

as well as how the "magical power of the imagination

impinge [s] upon the apparent objectivity of the institu-

tionalized world" as "the issue which plagued and fascin-

ated Hawthorne in his life and work." 1 0 This concern is

at issue in The Blithedale Romance. For, as Nina Baym

9Daniel G. Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fic-
tion (New York: Oxford University Press, T61; rpt. 1970),
p. 217.

''Roy R. Male, "Hawthorne's Fancy, or the Medium of
The Blithedale Romance," Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal, 2

(1972), 68.
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says, "the facts are wrought into the texture of an

imagined truth."''

Miles Coverdale is aware that his memory may not be

unerring, aware that perhaps his perceptions, both during

the experience and in the years after, may not have been

accurate. By conferring this awareness upon Coverdale,

Hawthorne suggests that it is what one makes of an ex-

perience or incident, not an objective knowledge of it,

that is important to the individual. Paul McCarthy con-

cludes that Coverdale's "view of reality is a complex

mixture of facts, perceptive insights, and romantic sup-

position: it is all of a piece but order and pattern are

sometimes confusing."12 It is Coverdale's view, confusing

and perplexing as it sometimes appears, and the means by

which his view is formed that Hawthorne presents in The

Blithedale Romance. Terence Martin believes that "Cover-

dale's notion that the aim of Blithedale is both generous

and absurd betrays a fundamental ambivalence toward the

project (and toward experience in general) which is at

once the mode of Hawthorne's art and. the corroding manner

''Nina Baym, "The Blithedale Romance: A Radical Read-
ing," Journal of Eng1ish and Germanic Philology, 67
(OctoberT1968)~~547.

"2Paul McCarthy, "A Perspective in Hawthorne's
Novels," Ball State Univ it Forum, 13, No. 1 (Winter
1972), 54,
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of Coverdale's life." 1 3 Martin's statement needs but

slight revision; ambivalence is a key element in the

artistry of The Blithedale Romance as well as Coverdale's

life, but the importance Hawthorne gives to the uncertainty,

ambivalence, and ambiguity of experience suggests that one

is often limited to relative truths and a subjective view

of reality because it is the nature of perception to reside

between fiction and fact. One's subjective interpretation

of reality matters most, for it is from this interpretation

that one proceeds, acting, responding, and behaving in

light of it. Coverdale, in fact, affirms as much when he

reflects, "Thus the summer was passing away; a summer of

toil, of interest, or something that was not pleasure,

but which went deep into my heart, and there became a

rich experience" (p. 128).

13Terence Martin, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New York:
Twayne Publishers, Inc.,-1965), p. 146.



CHAPTER IV

COVERDALE'S GUILT AND DESPAIR

As Miles Coverdale recollects his Blithedale expe-

rience, he must, to get the story told at all, report some

incidents, circumstances, and events that, painful to

recall, may not speak well of him. The most painful of

his recollections, and the one which perhaps is most cen-

tral to his experience at Blithdale, is his association

with Zenobia. The "noble earthliness of Zenobia's char-

acter" 1 which Coverdale admires seems to be more than a

matter of interest and intellectual curiosity incidental

to his friendship with her. Zenobia, in fact, embodies,

in Nina Baym's words, "the life force . . . a reservoir

of energy striving to realize itself," though not, as

Baym asserts, as a symbolic representation of an element

of Coverdale's psyche.2 Simply, to Coverdale, Zenobia is

the realization of some elusive active quality which

'William Charvat et al., eds., The Blithedale Ro-

mance and Fanshawe, The Centenary Edition of the Works

of NatHiniel Hawthorne, III (Columbus: Ohio State Univer-
sity Press, 1964), 7T . Subsequent references to this

edition of The Blithedale Romance will be indicated
within the text.

2Nina Baym, "The Blithedale Romance: A Radical Read-

ing," Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 67 (Oc-
tober 9F6U8),56~1.

69
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allows her to move freely in the world and grants her

mastery of it. Although Coverdale is independent, his

freedom is undirected, unfocused, never much more than

emptiness. Coverdale drifts; Zenobia plunges.

Coverdale recognizes in Zenobia an ability to be

of the world and yet not of it, an ability to assimilate

that which she needs while disregarding all that she does

not. Coverdale recalls that this quality had a discon-

certing effect upon him: "It startled me, sometimes, in

my state of moral, as well as bodily faint-heartedness,

to observe the hardihood of her philosophy; she made no

scruple of oversetting all human institutions, and scat-

tering them as with a breeze from her fan" (p. 44).

Despite the ironic touch of describing the actions of

a woman of Zenobia's power as executed with a symbol of

traditional femininity such as a fan, the image fits.

For Zenobia does what she does easily and naturally, in

accordance with her character. Her suicide is the result

of her awareness that she has not been as true to her

nature as she had always believed. Here again, the fan

as symbol of femininity is fitting, for Zenobia eventually

realizes that she has behaved in a manner prescribed by

beliefs and standards which she deplores.

Miles Coverdale indirectly suggests what it is about

Zenobia that so enthralls him when he recalls that the
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"incidents and appearances" which gave rise to rumors

about Zenobia's past "soon passed away and were forgotten":

Nor was her reputation seriously affected by the
report. In fact, so great was her native power and

influence, and such seemed the careless purity of

her nature, that whatever Zenobia did was generally
acknowledged as right for her to do. The world never
criticised her so harshly as it does most women who
transcend its rules. It almost yielded its assent,
when it beheld her stepping out of the common path,
and asserting the more extensive privileges of her

sex, both theoretically and by her practice. The
sphere of ordinary womanhood was felt to be narrower
than her development required. (pp. 189-90)

Zenobia is the epitome of what the Blithedalers are seeking

to achieve. Leaving "the rusty iron frame-work of society

behind" (p. 19), the communitarians are trying to effect

the freedom of movement that Zenobia embodies, The com-

munity eventually dies because of an "infidelity to its

own higher spirit" (p. 246), as Zenobia dies because of

infidelity to her own. Unlike Zenobia, Coverdale receives

neither assent nor dissent from the world in which he

moves; in this sense, he is ineffectual. Much like

Fauntleroy, Coverdale "laid no real touch on any mortal's

heart" (p. 183). Coverdale has tried, and tried sincerely,

but he has little of the "repellent and self-defensive

energy" with which one must sustain his sphere (p. 46).

Itcis this energy, this sense of life, being, and power

possessed by Zenobia which Coverdale had hoped he could

develop at Blithedale to fill the emptiness of his life.
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Shortly after meeting Zenobia, Coverdale recognized

her power, noting that the casting of the wilted flower

from her hair "seemed proper to her character" (p. 21).

Paying tribute to her, Coverdale reflects that "it would

still more have befitted the bounteous nature of this

beautiful woman to scatter fresh flowers from her hand,

and to revive faded ones by her touch" (p. 21). His next

thought, however, he tries to "analyze . . . but not with

much success":

Nevertheless--it was a singular, but irresistible
effect--the presence of Zenobia caused our heroic
enterprise to show like an illusion, a masquerade,
a pastoral, a counterfeit Arcadia, in which we
grown-up men and women were making a play-day of
the years that were given us to live in. (p. 21)

Coverdale's vague impression centers on the realization

that Zenobia lives what the others, including himself, only

imitate. Although Zenobia later reveals herself to have

been a participant in a play-day exercise rather than in

life, toCoverdale she is, in Henry James's words, the

undefinable "real thing." Coverdale's later assertion

that "Not one woman in a thousand could move so admirably

as Zenobia" refers to more than the woman's graceful de-

portment, for Coverdale believes that "natural movement

is the result and expression of the whole being, and can-

not be well and nobly performed, unless responsive to some-

thing in the character" (p. 155). Coverdale senses that

Zenobia possesses some inherent quality, at once natural
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and singular, that is missing from his own character. At-

tempting to identify this quality or to define its nature,

Coverdale watches Zenobia from their very first meeting.

Zenobia, of course, is aware of Coverdale's scrutiny.

Early in their relationship she confronts him, demanding

to know what he is "seeking to discover" in her (p. 47).

Coverdale now recalls that, "surprised into the truth by

the unexpectedness of her attack," he had replied, "The

mystery of your life.. . . And you will never tell me"

(p. 47). The mystery Coverdale seeks to solve is com-

prised of more than the answers to the questions about

Zenobia's past life which he has pondered throughout his

illness (pp. 45-47). His reply refers to a deeper concern,

his concern with the power and energy held by Zenobia which

make her life full in a way he would like to emulate.

Coverdale sees in Zenobia some unknown element which he

lacks, an element the presence of which confers upon

Zenobia's life a completeness he would like to instill

in his own.

Coverdale never does discover the mystery of

Zenobia's life. Nor does he ever reach an unchanging

view of her in the way he draws final conclusions about

Priscilla and Hollingsworth. He determines that Priscilla

survives because her character is so "simply constituted"

that it "has room only for a single predominant affection.

No other feeling can touch the heart's inmost core, nor
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do it any deadly mischief" (p. 241). Hollingsworth is

understood and forgiven because after Zenobia's death

his life is spent in retribution to her "vindictive

shadow" which "dogged the side where Priscilla was not"

(p. 243). But Coverdale is forever uncertain about

Zenobia. Remembering that in her drawing room he had

thought her "not deeply refined, incapable of pure and

perfect taste" and that he had at the same time seen "how

fit it was" that she should revel in her beauty and do

whatever she chooses to do, Coverdale reflects that he

still does not know how to define that which Zenobia was:

"To this day, however, I hardly know whether I then beheld

Zenobia in her truest attitude, or whether that were the

truer one in which she had presented herself at Blithedale"

(p. 165). Coverdale has yet to assign significance to

his experience of Zenobia; much of his narrative is an

attempt to do so. Only she remains unclassified. Un-

certainty is vexing and, at times, debilitating, but one

of its most consistent qualities is that it demands

resolution if one is ever to recover from the situation

from which it arises. His relationship with Zenobia is

most painful to recall because it was so unfinished, so

uncertain. Coverdale, moreover, suffers intense guilt

about his association with Zenobia, for he fears that he

was in some way responsible for her death.
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Zenobia herself, at the height of her fury, warns

Coverdale that he will be held to account for what she

regards as mere interference and prying. But Coverdale

insists that his obsession with the affairs of Hollings-

worth, Zenobia, and Priscilla is more than a "vulgar

curiosity":

Zenobia should have known me better than to sup-
pose it. She shouldhave been able to appreciate
that quality of the intellect and the heart, which
impelled me (often against my own will, and to the
detriment of my own comfort) to live in other lives,
and to endeavor--by generous sympathies, by delicate
intuitions, by taking note of things too slight for
record, and by bringing my human spirit into mani-
fold accordance with the companions whom God as-
signed me--to learn the secret which was hidden
even from themselves. (p. 160)

This passage reveals Coverdale's justification for claim-

ing, in retrospect, the role of detached observer (des-

patched by God to perform a subordinate function) and

points to his fear that he was indeed guilty of some de-

plorable conduct at Blithedale, for one seldom needs to

justify to himself an action which he believes to have

been completely prudent or correct. Coverdale's reflec-

tion also suggests that he was quite vulnerable to injury

from Zenobia, believing, as he did, that she, possessed

of fine sensibility and native power, should have recog-

nized in him the strain of sympathy and affection responsi-

ble for his interest in what occurred at Blithedale.

Zenobia, however, does not understand that Coverdale's

unrequited affection for her and the others induces him to
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remain on the edge of their affairs, watching because they

will not allow him to act. Zenobia rejects, too, his

justification of his conduct as a fulfillment of a des-

tined duty:

Oh, this stale excuse of duty! . . . I have often
heard it before, from those who sought to inter-
fere with me, and I know precisely what it sig-
nifies. Bigotry; self-conceit; an insolent
curiosity; a meddlesome temper; a cold-blooded
criticism, founded on a shallow interpretation of
half-perceptions; a monstrous scepticism in regard
to any conscience or wisdom, except one's own; a
most irreverent propensity to thrust Providence
aside, and substitute one's self in its awful
place--out of these, and other motives as miserable
as these, comes your idea of duty! But beware,
sir! With all your fancied acuteness, you step
blindfold into these affairs. For any mischief
that may follow your interference, I hold you
responsible! (pp. 170-71)

The list of motives Zenobia attributes to Coverdale

seems more accurately to be a list of qualities depicting

Hollingsworth, or even Zenobia herself, and generally cor-

responds with the accusations she levels against Hollings-

worth and herself (pp. 218-19). Nevertheless, Coverdale

believes that he was responsible for the "mischief" that

ensues. This belief creates additional guilt which Cover-

dale tries to eradicate through the reconstruction of his

experience. But Coverdale blames himself not for specific

acts of omission or commission; he holds himself respon-

sible for Zenobia's death because of a sense of some lack

of "innate worth" (p. 183) within himself that renders

him powerless. Of the major characters in The Blithedale
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Romance, Coverdale alone is without a sphere of influence.

Zenobia's and Hollingsworth's spheres are well defined and

powerful (pp. 46, 71), as is Westervelt's (p. 101). Pris-

cilla's sphere is less visible, but she nevertheless

operates within it, displaying a "singular self-possession"

(p. 142), "retaining her equilibrium amid shocks that might

have overthrown many a sturdier frame" (p. 242). Even

old Moodie is possessed of a sphere, a phantom sphere in

which he once "spent a few empty years, corruscating con-

tinually an unnatural light" (p. 182) before it faded away,

leaving him "gray andmisty" (p. 185). Coverdale's sense

of guilt arises mostly from his despair about being what

he is; he blames himself for the indifference he meets

with from his friends--especially Zenobia.

More specifically, Miles Coverdale blames himself

for being unable to mitigate the "tearless agony" (p. 222)

which leads Zenobia to drown herself. He justifies his

remaining with Zenobia at Eliot's pulpit to witness her

grief: "Was it wrong, therefore, if I felt myself conse-

crated to the priesthood, by sympathy like this, and

called upon to minister to this woman's affliction, so

far as mortal could?"(p. 222). William L. Hedges asserts

that "Coverdale's ministry to Zenobia is the most moving

thing in his life. He hears her final confession and

consoles her in her grief. He mourns her death. In effect
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he presides at her funeral, which is the burial of the

Blithedale hope itself." 3 While it is true that the

burial of the woman for whom Coverdale mourns signifies

the death of hope, it is-not true that Coverdale provides

consolation to Zenobia. There is, Zenobia says, "Very

little" (p. 225) that he can do for her other than per-

form the impersonal function of errand-boy (p. 226).

Contrary to Hedges' assertion, the "most moving thing"

in Coverdale's life is his inability to minister to

Zenobia in the zenith of her torment, for Coverdale's

inability to touch her when she most needs human sympathy

accentuates his inner sense of worthlessness and emptiness.

Coverdale later rationalizes that there was nothing that

any "mortal" could "do for her" (p. 223) and recalls

that he simply "leaned against a tree, and listened to

her sobs, in unbroken silence" (p. 223). He also reports

believing that "Destiny itself . . . in its kindliest mood,

could do no better for Zenobia, in the way of quick relief,

than to cause the impending rock to impend a little fur-

ther, and fall upon her head" (p. 223), a thought which, if

accurately recollected, no doubt added to his sense of

guilt.

3 William L. Hedges, "Hawthorne's Blithedale: The
Function of the Narrator," Nineteenth Century Fiction,
14 (March 1960), 314.
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Coverdale finds in Zenobia's mode of death "some tint

of the Arcadian affectation that has been visible enough

in all our lives, for a few months past" (p. 237). But

Zenobia, it must be remembered, is the one who, according

to Coverdale, had made the Blithedale experiment "show

like an illusion, a masquerade, a pastoral, a counterfeit

Arcadia . . . " (p. 21). Zenobia, it seems, kills herself

not because she was disappointed in love, as Coverdale

concludes (p. 239) or because she was pregnant, as Julian

Smith avers,' but because her relations with Hollingsworth

and Priscilla make her terrifyingly cognizant of the dis-

parity between her self-concept and what she really is.

She had gone "all astray" (p. 224) and, despite her protes-

tation to the contrary, this realization causes her to be-

come "wholly despicable in [her] own eyes" (p. 219).

Having betrayed herself, she chooses to die, and her manner

of dying is consistent with the Arcadian affectation of

which she finds herself guilty.

Zenobia's spiritual despair leads her to take her

own life. Coverdale's does not.. Indeed, as Richard D.

Rust says, "he is doomed to waste away his remaining years

in a kind of death-in-life."5 Coverdale reports that upon

'Julian Smith, "Why Does Zenobia Kill Herself?" Eng-
lish Language Notes, 6 (September 1968), 37-39.

'Richard Dilworth Rust, "Coverdale' s Confession, A Key
to Meaning in The Blithedale Romance" in Literature and Ideas
in America: Essays in Memory oT Harry Hayden Clark, e6d.Robert
PF~ak (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1975),7p. 108.
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his return from the city he realized that at Blithedale

he had "established my claim to be on earth, and my fel-

lowship with all the sons of labor." He continues, "There

was my home; and there might be my grave" (p. 206). And

a sort of grave it was, for Zenobia, sharer of spiritual

despair, is buried there. Coverdale remembers that he

"flung [himself] upon the fallen leaves, at the base of

Eliot's pulpit" after Zenobia departed (p. 228); it was

at this same place that Coverdale wished her to be buried,

although he was overruled (p. 238). There Coverdale sleeps

because, he reflects, "I was listless, worn-out with emo-

tion on my own behalf, and sympathy for others, and had

no heart to leave my comfortless lair, beneath the rock"

(p. 228). Coverdale slumbers while Zenobia dies, and,

although there was nothing he could do to prevent her

death, he feels responsible for it. He blames himself for

his powerlessness.

Coverdale's narrative indicates that he is well

aware of his powerlessness and emptiness, his inability,

because of some mysterious lack, to affect those he would

affect. This deficiency of character or spirit has led

several critics to name Coverdale a predecessor of Eliot's

hollow men and the narrators of James and Robert Penn

Warren.6 But Coverdale's awareness of his emptiness

'See, for example, Rust, p. 101; James H. Justus,
"Hawthorne's Coverdale: Character and Art in The Blithedale
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serves as a motive for the reassessment of his experience

in The Blithedale Romance, as does his sense of guilt.

The most devastating result of Coverdale's involvement

at Blithedale is that he comes out of it alone, that,

as Richard D. Rust affirms, he "did not find love for

himself--especially in a community which encouraged

falling in love." 7

The question of whom Coverdale loved has received

considerable critical attention. Although there is suf-

ficient support in The Blithedale Romance for Rust's be-

lief that Coverdale's admission of love for Priscilla is

true, the bulk of evidence seems to corroborate Ellen E.

Morgan's assertion that Coverdale actually loved "the

scornful Zenobia" but denied his love to save his pride. 8

Romance," American Literature, 47 (March 1975), 35; Daniel
G. Hoffman, Form and Fable in American Fiction (New York:
(Oxford University Press, 1961; rpt. 1970),7p. 216; Roy
R. Male, Hawthorne's Tragic Vision (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1957), pp. 150-51; John C. Stubbs, The Pursuit
of Form: A Study of Hawthorne and the Romance (Urbana: Uni-
versity or Ilinoim Press, 197), p.136; Gerge Monteiro,
"Hawthorne, James, and the Destructive Self," Texas Studies
in Language and Literature, 4 (Spring 1962), 657.

7Rust, p. 108.

'Rust, pp. 97, 100-01; Ellen E. Morgan, "The Veiled
Lady: The Secret Love of Miles Coverdale," Nathaniel Haw-
thorne Journal, 1 (1971), p. 180. Louis Auchincloss, in
"The Blithedale Romance: A Study in Form and Point of
View77," Nathaniel Hawthorne Journal, 2 (-1972), 57, agrees
with Rust that Coverdale's confession is the truth, while
George Monteiro, p. 64, argues that Coverdale loved
neither woman. Among those who agree that Coverdale loved
Zenobia, not Priscilla are: Baym, p. 553; Philip Rahv,
"The Dark Lady of Salem," Partisan Review, 8, No. 5
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James H. Justus recognizes that Coverdale's confession

"indicates a spiritual impoverishment more profound than

some readers now are willing to grant" and alleges that

Coverdale's "reticence and his curiosity are expressions

of a man whose frustrated search for meaning leads him to

the dubious comfort of 'conjectured' reconstructions of

events and their significance."9

It is difficult to account for Coverdale's declara-

tion of love for Priscilla if he indeed loved Zenobia,

especially if one agrees with Louis Auchincloss that

Coverdale "is never deliberately seeking to hoodwink the

reader."'0 The ambivalence of Coverdale's attitude

toward the two women, however, is deliberate on Hawthorne's

part, for it is perfectly consistent with the ambiguity

that characterizes Coverdale's entire narrative. Cover-

dale's story, told years after the actual events have

occurred, is an intricate web of rationalizations and

justifications, a web of that which he wishes had been

true and that which he remembers, perhaps subliminally, to

have been true. Kelly Griffeth, Jr., notes that the form

(September-October 1941), 376; Donald Ross, "Dreams and
Sexual Repression in The Blithedale Romance," PMLA, 86
(October 1971), 1014; W. C. Brownel, American Prose
Masters (New York: Charles Scribner, 1909)p. 93.

9Justus, pp. 25, 31-32. Justus also finds Cover-
dale incapable of loving anyone.

1 0Auchincloss, p. 55.
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of The Blithedale Romance "is like that of an interior

monologue, which represents the narrator's illogical thought

processes and his attempts to shift events in his mind un-

til he can settle on an arrangement satisfactory to him-

self."'' Coverdale certainly loved one of the women,

as his recurrent expressions of both passion and despair

will attest, but it is never absolutely clear which of

them he did love because in his recountal he weaves his

emotions and thoughts about both women--Zenobia, whom

he appears to have loved, and Priscilla, whom he claims

to have loved--into one strand represented by the image

of the Veiled Lady.

Claire Sprague's allegation that "In terms of the

inner content of the novel, Coverdale's final confession

of love for Priscilla is irrelevant and (or?) a sign of his

gross inability to read his own heart"1 2 may be entirely

accurate; Coverdale certainly confuses the two women in

the telling of his story. He may not know which of the

two he loved. His continual brooding over his experience

as well as his need to justify it may have obfuscated his

true feeling, rendering him incapable of discerning the

truth. But whether he knows is also somewhat irrelevant;

his tendency to merge the identities of the two women is

''Kelley Griffeth, Jr., "Form in The Blithedale Ro-
mance," American Literature, 40 (March21969T67

12 Claire Sprague, "Dream and Disguise in The Blithe-
dale Romance," PMLA, 84 (May 1969), 596.
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further illustration of Hawthorne's presentation of the

process by which an individual assimilates and orders ex-

perience. Jac Tharpe notes that in "My Kinsman, Major

Molineux" the "problem is the interplay between distortion

and perception. Hawthorne may intend to say that the same

thing is true of life." 1 3  Coverdale shows this to be

true in The Blithedale Romance.

Coverdale repeatedly unites Zenobia and Priscilla under

the guise of the Veiled Lady. At the beginning of his nar-

rative, he relates his meeting with old Moodie and remem-

bers telling Moodie that "Zenobia" "is merely her public

name . . . a contrivance, in short, like the white drapery

of the Veiled Lady, only a little more transparent" (p.

8). The device of comparing Zenobia to the Veiled Lady

recurs throughout the novel, and Coverdale is employing

it ex post facto, years after he has learned the identity

of the original Veiled Lady. It is unlikely that Cover-

dale could, even unknowingly, have equated Zenobia and

the then-unknown Veiled Lady so consistently during the

actual term of his acquaintance with them at Blithedale.

It seems, rather, that Coverdale's associating both women

with the Veiled Lady is an example of the obscuring effect

of time and distancemuch like his claiming the role of

" 3 Jac Tharpe, Nathaniel Hawthorne: Identity and Know-
ledge(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
967), p. 80.
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Chorus because his friends refused him any other. By

merging, in retrospect, the identities of the two women,

Coverdale creates an ambiguity which is difficult for any-

one, even himself, to penetrate.

Coverdale reports associating Zenobia with the

Veiled Lady when he was taken ill. "Zenobia is an en-

enchantress!" he recalls telling Hollingsworth. "She is

a sister of the Veiled Lady" (p. 45). The image of the

Veiled Lady encompasses both Zenobia and Priscilla in

Coverdale's remembrance, and his naming Zenobia an "enchan-

tress" suggests that she had already bewitched him. This

admission of love, if such it is, is shadowed by Cover-

dale's comment that "there is a species of intuition--

either a spiritual lie, or the subtle recognition of a

fact--which comes to us in a reduced state of the corporeal

system. . . . Vapors then rise up to the brain, and take

shapes that often image falsehood, but sometimes truth"

(p. 46). An assertion such as this allows much room for

unconscious invention; an image conjured by intuition

may represent either the truth or a lie, and one cannot

always tell the difference.

That the identities of the two women merge in Cover-

dale's mind is suggested when Coverdale notes a resemblance

between Priscilla and Margaret Fuller, for Zenobia has

traditionally been regarded as the Margaret Fuller

character of the novel. Louis Auchincloss comments that
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Priscilla seems "in character at least, to be the very

opposite of Margaret Fuller" and wonders if the resem-

blance was noted in order to "put the reader off the track

of Margaret Fuller's actual resemblance to Zenobia."1

Paul John Eakin holds that The Blithedale Romance is in

part derived from Fuller's life and that Zenobia is Haw-

thorne's portrait of Margaret Fuller. "' Arlin Turner main-

tains that Hawthorne "knew that Zenobia would be seen as a

portrait of Miss Fuller, and probably for that reason intro-

duced her by name in saying that Priscilla resembles her

and that Coverdale receives a letter from her."'
6

Nina Baym, however, argues that it is Priscilla and

not Zenobia whose character is based upon Fuller. Ac-

cording to Baym, Fuller cannot be the source for Zenobia

because Fuller's intellect was merely "mediocre" while

Zenobia's is fine; Hawthorne found in Fuller a false

spirituality that Zenobia does not possess; and Fuller's

preoccupation with mesmerism undeniably links her to

Priscilla rather than to Zenobia. Baym then describes

Fuller as a "pathetic victim of society" whose "feminism"

14Auchincloss, p. 54.

"5Paul John Eakin, "Margaret Fuller, Hawthorne, James,

and Sexual Politics," South Atlantic Quarterly, 75 (Summer
1976), 325.

"6Arlin Turner, Nathaniel Hawthorne: A Biography
(New York: Oxford University Press, 198U),7p. 239.
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has not succeeded in freeing itself from the conditions it

rebels against." 17

Establishing an association between Priscilla and

Margaret Fuller, when one would expect a comparison of

Zenobia to Fuller, is another way Hawthorne allows Coverdale

to maintain the dual identity of the Veiled Lady, for each

of the women exhibits some of Fuller's traits. Baym has

pointed to similarities between Priscilla and Fuller which

lend credence to her assertion that Fuller was the source

for Priscilla, but it is Zenobia whose "feminism has not

succeeded in freeing itself from the conditions it rebels

against." Zenobia, as well as Priscilla, is a victim of

society, unable to maintain control of her own life al-

though, unlike Priscilla, she avers that it is her right

to do so (p. 120).

Zenobia and Priscilla are again united under the veil

when Coverdale provides his account of Zenobia's legend,

"The Silvery Veil." Ellen Morgan acknowledges "the

allegation of Richard Chase, that the Theodore of Zenobia's

legend is Coverdale himself" and finds a parallel between

"Theodore's impatient desire to learn the identity of the

Veiled Lady" and Coverdale's "desire to know the mystery

of Zenobia's life." Morgan notes also that Theodore's

unwillingness to "kiss the lady before raising her veil

17 Baym, p. 563n.
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parallels that which Coverdale finds in himself" regarding

Zenobia. The rest of the legend, Morgan says, refers to

Priscilla, delivered by Zenobia to Westervelt, the

magician. Morgan explains this shift of identity by

saying that Zenobia, as the narrator of the legend, "is

vanquishing Priscilla, her rival for Hollingsworth's love,

and at the same time is defeating Coverdale both as the

pryer into her own identity and as the apparent would-be

suitor of Priscilla." 18 The flaw in Morgan's argument,

however, is that she accepts Zenobia as the narrator of

the legend. The legend is presented by Coverdale, and

he admits that he is not certain whether his version of

it "will retain any portion of its pristine character"

(p. 107).

The retelling of Zenobia's legend and his disavowal

of responsibility for its accuracy provide Coverdale

another opportunity to obscure the identities of the

two women, designating each as the Veiled Lady. The first

part of the legend assigns Zenobia the role of the Veiled

Lady as Theodore strives to discover what is concealed be-

neath the veil just as Coverdale has attempted to uncover

the mystery of Zenobia's life. But the Veiled Lady

vanishes, leaving Theodore alone "to pine, forever and

ever, for another sight of that dim, mournful face . .

' "Morgan, pp. 174-75.
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to desire, and waste life in a feverish quest, and never

meet it more!" (p. 114) much as Coverdale spends his life

after Zenobia's death, never again visiting Blithedale

because its soil had ceased to be anything "but the sodded

earth over her grave" (p. 245). Coverdale's '"feverish

quest," it seems, is his obsessive desire to reconstruct

his remembered experience into some acceptable form.

In the legend, a "pale and shadowy" maiden arises at

the moment the Veiled Lady vanishes (p. 114). This maiden

is transformed by a piece of gauze and, emerging as the

Veiled Lady, becomes the "bond-slave" of the magician (pp.

115-16). This Veiled Lady is undoubtedly Priscilla, whom

Coverdale knows to be the woman originally sheltered within

Westervelt's shroud and who later becomes a bond-slave to

Hollingsworth. Thus Coverdale's version of Zenobia's leg-

end first designates Zenobia as the Veiled Lady, but with

her disappearance, Priscilla assumes the role.

Coverdale again reveals his tendency to see either of

the women as the Veiled Lady when he recounts his discovery

of them in a building opposite his hotel. Peering through

his hotel window, trying to make out a "girl's figure" of

which he had caught but the "faintest imaginable glimpse,"

Coverdale became aware of another figure. Coverdale re-

calls immediately recognizing the second figure as Zenobia

and, he says, "At the same instant, my thoughts made sure

of the identity of the figure in the boudoir. It could
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only be Priscilla" (p. 155). Coverdale recognizes Pris-

cilla only when Zenobia, too, is perceived. That he iden-

tifies them both at the same moment indicates that the two

are connected, forming an image which has come to repre-

sent the woman with whom he was in love. Coverdale takes

refuge in this image, for the ambiguous identity he as-

signs the Veiled Lady, carefully transmitted to the reader,

allows him to save face; it allows him to claim at the end

of his tale that he had loved Priscilla even though his

narrative implies otherwise.

Recounting his visit to Zenobia's drawing room,

Coverdale describes Zenobia's face, reflected in a mirror,

as "very pale," and recalls that Zenobia was "as pale,

in her rich attire, as if a shroud were around her" (p.

167). This description associates Zenobia with the woman

whose veil Theodore willnot lift as well as with the

Veiled Lady who is in Westervelt's power. Coverdale

makes still another association between Priscilla and

Zenobia that links them. He reflects that "with all her

delicacy of nerves, there was a singular self-possession

in Priscilla, and her sensibilities seemed to be sheltered

from ordinary commotion, like the water in a deep well"

(p. 142). But recounting the conversation with Zenobia in

which he had admitted his desire to discover the mystery

of Zenobia's life, Coverdale first uses the image:
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She bent her head towards me, and let me look

into her eyes, as if challenging me to drop a

plummet-line down into the depths of her conscious-

ness.
"I see nothing now, " said I, closing my own

eyes, "unless it be the face of a sprite, laughing

at me from the bottom of a deep well." (p. 48)

It is not clear whomthe image of the sprite represents in

Coverdale's mind. It ought, of course, to be Zenobia, who

dies at the bottom of the river and 
whose laughter Cover-

dale fears. But Zenobia, large and earthly, is not much

of a sprite, unless Coverdale means by his use of the 
word

to capture a sense of her power. The diminutive Priscilla,

associated with mesmerism, a supernatural phenomenon, ap-

pears to be more sprite-like than 
the stately Zenobia.

Associations of this sort, consistent with the alternating

identity of the Veiled Lady, suggest that Coverdale, having

mused for many long years about his experience, 
has uncon-

sciously rearranged events in amanner 
that causes him the

least pain. He must account for his present loneliness;

he must explain to himself why he won the love of neither

woman. By merging the identies of the two women, 
Coverdale

constructs an ambiguity which grants him sufficient 
shadow

to contradict himself when he considers whom he 
has loved,

a shadow whose grace is that it obscures his awareness

that he was not loved by either.

But Coverdale's narrative includes specific 
justifica-

tion for his emerging alone from his Blithedale 
experience.
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The reasons he provides for being unable to capture the

heart of either Zenobia or Priscilla have nothing to do

with him; they are impersonal, private reasons, inherent

in the character or personality of each woman. "Pris-

cilla's heart," he reflects, "was deep, but of small com-

pass; it had room but for a very few dearest ones, among

whom she never reckoned me" (p. 143). Thus Priscilla

could not love him because of her own emotional limita-

tions. Zenobia's heart is large (p. 190), but she, too,

is limited. She never considers falling in love with

Coverdale because of a previous unlucky alliance with a

handsome man--Westervelt:

"It is an endless pity," said she, "that I had not
bethought myself of winning your heart, Mr. Cover-

dale, instead of Hollingsworth's. I think I should
have succeeded; and many women would have deemed

you the worthier conquest of the two. You are cer-

tainly much the handsomest man. But there is a fate
in these things. And beauty, in a man, has been of
little account with me, since my earliest girlhood,
when, for once, it turned my head.. . . " (pp. 226-27)

Thus Coverdale may rationalize that his inability to secure

the affections of either woman is not attributable to any

fault or deficiency of his own, but he does not seem to

believe it. He remembers with bitterness that Hollings-

worth won the love of both women, leaving him "without

even the alternative-of solacing himself with what the

more fortunate individual has rejected" (p. 126). And,

as if to exorcise any suspicion that his failure to win
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either woman is a matter of concern, he implies that he

did not want to love either of them:

A bachelor always feels himself defrauded, when
he knows, or suspects, that any woman of his ac-

quaintance has given herself away. Otherwise, the
matter could have been no concern of mine. It was

purely speculative; for I should not, under any
circumstances, have fallen in love with Zenobia.
(p. 48)

There were other reasons . . . why I should have

demonstrated myself an ass, had I fallen in love

with Priscilla. (p. 170)

Coverdale's confession of love for Priscilla is indeed

surprising and unexpected. Ellen Morgan notes that the

hesitance with which Coverdale makes his confession indi-

cates that he was on the verge of declaring his often-

displayed love for Zenobia. 1 9 It appears that Coverdale,

having mused over his experience, having reflected, rear-

ranged, and reassessed, is suddenly seized by a thought

which makes the pattern seem whole to him. Had he had in

mind to make the confession he eventually makes, he would

surely have dropped some hint of his intention. Had he

planned his narrative to culminate in a confession of love

for Priscilla, surely that resolution would have been fore-

shadowed in some way. But as James Justus asserts, "Prior

to his 'Confession,' Coverdale gives no indications that

he looks upon the seamstress as anything more than a vacu-

ous encumbrance. "20 The belief that he loved

20 Justus, p. 25.19Morgan, p. 180.
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Priscilla inexplicably enlightens Coverdale; 
he immediately

professes and, no doubt, believes it--for a while.

Coverdale's musing leads him to a confession 
of love

for Priscilla. It has taken him at least twelve years

of brooding and one book to come up 
with an explanation

and evaluation of his experiences. One pictures Coverdale,

having just penned the final sentence of his 
recollection,

sitting back, smiling, glad to have at last woven the

strands of his experience into what 
is, for him, a suitable

whole. But one also pictures the whole unraveling 
or in

need of constant mending as those incidents 
"that seemed

hardly to have left a trace of themselves, in their pas-

sage" (p. 194) surface and must be worked into his recon-

struction. Coverdale's recountal provides him, at best,

a temporary remission of his obsession; 
the significance

he has assigned his experience may provide some 
comfort,

but one doubts that the matter is over, one doubts that

Coverdale has fully satisfied himself 
with this account

of his Blithedale experience.

Of The Blithedale Romance, Louis Auchincloss 
says

that the "atmosphere in which the characters 
are drenched

is dream-like and frustrating. One keeps reaching and

reaching as the truth keeps eluding one's grasp." 2 1 So

it is with Coverdale. His ambiguity and mystery, his

2 1Auchincloss, p. 55.
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ambivalence, his apparent contradictions illustrate that

the truth upon which he finally alights is a construct of

his mind, formed by his perceptions, his memory, and his

need to justify his actions and attitudes. This is the

peculiar condition of man that Hawthorne intended to depict

in The Blithedale Romance. Joseph C. Pattison believes

that "life itself--sometimes illuminated for man in the

mirror of his heightened moments, often darkened by the

terrors there given form--is to be read as a dream in Haw-

thorne's fiction." 2 2 It is through Coverdale that Hawthorne

both defines the area between truth and fantasy in which

reality is perceived and clarifies the subjectivity of all

such perceptions.

2 2 roseph C. Pattison, "Point of View in. Hawthorne,"
PMLA, 82 (October 1967), 369.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSION

Throughout his narrative, Miles Coverdale expresses

his awareness that time and distance have affected his

memory of the experience he recalls. As a result of sort-

ing his recollections, he reaches a moment of illumination

and makes the confession of love for Priscilla which, he

confides, "will throw a gleam of light over my behavior

throughout the foregoing incidents, and is, indeed, essen-

tial to the full understanding of my story."' But Cover-

dale did not alone undertake the process of reviewing ex-

perience, reevaluating and reordering, reassessing and

thus placing newly discovered significance upon remembered

experience. Coverdale's judgment of his past is tenuous;

he is likely to alter it following the thought he will give

his past during the remaining years of his colorless life.

Despite the truth he finally grasps, he is still uncer-

tain about his experience. In direct contrast, how-

ever, his three friends, who also enter the process of

'William Charvat et al., eds., The Blithedale Ro-

mance and Fanshawe, The Centenary Edition of the Works

of NatHEiiiiiel Hawthorne, III (Columbus : Ohio State Uni-

versity Press, 1964), 247. Subsequent references to this

edition of The Blithedale Romance will be indicated
within the text.

96
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reevaluation, emerge clutching final and, what will be

for them, irrevocable reassessments of themselves and

their experience.

Coverdale does not seem to be aware that Hollings-

worth, Zenobia, and Priscilla reevaluate their experience,

nor does he know why each is transformed by realizations

made through a reconsideration of the past. He assumes

that Hollingsworth is weakened because of Zenobia's scorn-

ful denunciation, that Priscilla is strengthened because

she wins Hollingsworth's love, and that Zenobia is humbled

because of Hollingsworth's rejection. But the causes of

Hollingsworth's weakness, Priscilla's strength, and

Zenobia's humility are much deeper than Coverdale realizes.

What he labels changes are actually only symptoms of

changes. Though unknowingly, Coverdale does reveal the

nature of the realizations made by each of his three

friends.

The inclusion of such parallel discoveries in Cover-

dale's narrative is evidence of Hawthorne's control of

The Blithedale Romance. Coverdale, as narrator and pro-

tagonist, is the focal point of the novel; his reconstruc-

tion of past experience is Hawthorne's primary concern.

Hawthorne uses the other major characters, however, to

reflect Coverdale's endeavor to reconcile past with pres-

ent perceptions. Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and Priscilla

each complete the process of reevaluation with which
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Hawthorne depicts Coverdale struggling. Thus Hawthorne's

theme is amplified, strengthened by the lesser, because

not detailed, efforts of the other major characters to

discover the truth of their experience, to find its mean-

ing, and to reconcile it with past and present 
perceptions.

It is during the final confrontation at Eliot's pul-

pit that truth dawns upon Hollingsworth, Zenobia, and

Priscilla. Sifting through past experience, each finds

new significance, and each is changed by the discovery made

there. Each must relinquish a former self-image, and,

transformed, each acts upon the truth that has evolved

from a reconsideration of the past.

Hollingsworth, who has behaved as though he loves

Zenobia, asserts that it is Priscilla whom he loves when

Zenobia questions him at Eliot's pulpit. At first he

pauses; he hesitates, and then replies that if she had

asked him "that question, a short time since . . . I

should have told you--'No!"' (p. 217). But Zenobia demands

a direct answer; Hollingsworth eventually gives one:

"I do love her!" said Hollingsworth, uttering the

words with a deep, inward breath, instead of

speaking them outright. "As well declare it thus,

as in any other way. I do love her!" (p. 217)

Coverdale never speculates on Hollingsworth's change of

heart, but Zenobia had learned only three days earlier

"the strange fact that threatens to make [her] poor"

and tells Hollingsworth, "your own acquaintance with it,
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I suspect, is of at least as old a date" (p. 216). The

implication, of course, is that the philanthropist trans-

fers the love he has so often displayed for Zenobia to

Priscilla because old Moodie intends to make a similar

transfer of his brother's estate. Thus to Hollingsworth

and his philanthropic scheme, Priscilla becomes the more

desirable.

Hollingsworth's confession of love for Priscilla

precipitates the revelation that effects his transforma-

tion. Zenobia, "breaking into sudden passion" and ex-

claiming that God will judge "which of us two has most

mortally offended Him" (p. 217), violently accuses Hol-

lingsworth: "Are you a man? No; but a monster! A cold,

heartless, self-beginning and self-ending piece of mechan-

ism!" (p. 218). Hollingsworth, having long believed in his

own righteousness and altruism, is "aghast, and greatly

disturbed by this attack"; Zenobia's denunciation seems to

have nothing to do with him. "Show me one selfish end in

all I ever aimed at," he demands, "and you may cut it out

of my bosom with a knife!" Meeting his challenge, Zenobia

shows him not one "selfish end," but several:

It is all self! . . . Nothing else; nothing but self,

self, self! . . . You have embodied yourself in a

project. You are a better masquerader than the

witches and gipsies yonder; for your disguise is a

self-deception. See whither it has brought you!

First, you aimed a death-blow . . at this scheme

of a purer and higher life.. . . Then, because Cover-

dale could not be quite your slave, you threw him

ruthlessly away. And you took me, too, into your
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plan . . . and now fling me aside again, a broken

tool! But, foremost, and blackest of your sins,

you stifled down your inmost consciousness!--you
did a deadly wrong to your own heart!--you were
ready to sacrifice this girl, whom, if God ever
visibly showed a purpose, He put into your charge,
and through whom He was striving to redeem you!
(p. 218)

Hollingsworth, "growing deadly pale," attempting to

hold to his former beliefs and thus to resist the force-

ful truth of Zenobia's insight, counters weakly: "This is

woman's view . . . a woman's, whose whole sphere of action

is in the heart, and who can conceive of no higher nor

wider one!" (p. 218). But after Zenobia silences him

with another outburst, Hollingsworth judges himself guilty

of all that Zenobia accuses him, for he then summons Pris-

cilla in "the abased and tremulous tone of a man, whose

faith in himself was shaken, and who sought, at last, to

lean on an affection. Yes; the strong man bowed himself,

and rested on poor Priscilla" (p. 219).

Zenobia's indictment of him compels Hollingsworth to

consider his past actions in a different light. He finds

that he has, indeed, deceived himself, for his philan-

thropic plan had confined him to a restricted vision. The

actions that he had believed to be prompted by love of

humanity he discovers to have been evoked by his blinding

egoism. Discerning a heretofore unsuspected significance

in his experience, Hollingsworth realizes that selfishness,

a quality of which he had thought himself devoid, has been
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the determining principle of his actions and beliefs. Thus,

his self-image crumpled, Hollingsworth is weakened, with-

out faith in himself. His transformation seems permanent,

for, many years later, Coverdale finds the once-dominating

man, his self-distrust compounded by his guilt about

Zenobia's suicide, still resting upon Priscilla (pp. 242-

43).

At Eliot's pulpit Zenobia also reviews her experience,

discovers it to be something other than what she had per-

ceived, and pronounces herself "awake, disenchanted, dis-

enthralled!" (p. 218). She has believed herself free of

socially imposed stereotypes and limitations; she has

trusted in her ability to maintain conscious control of

her life. She finds,, however, that her independence,

her freedom of social strictures, was but an illusion.

Zenobia, too, has deceived herself, for, reassessing her

past, she sees in herself

every fault, it may be, that a woman ever had,
weak, vain, unprincipled, (like most of my sex;
for our virtues, whenwe have any, are merely im-
pulsive and intuitive,) passionate, too, and pur-
suing my foolish and unattainable ends, by indirect
and cunning, though absurdly chosen means, as an
hereditary bond-slave must--false, moreover, to
the whole circle of good, in my reckless truth to
the little good I saw before me--but still a
woman! (pp. 217-18)

Zenobia now realizes that, despite her feminist beliefs and

proudly independent stance, she has fulfilled the tradi-

tional feminine role she abhors. She had earlier attempted



102

to remove Priscilla from her affairs because, as she tells

the girl, "You stood between me and an end which I desired.

I wanted a clear path" (p. 220). She has clung to Hol-

lingsworth and based her happiness upon his acceptance of

her love. She, like the Veiled Lady of her legend (p.

116), has been a "bond-slave."

Pronouncing judgment upon Hollingsworth, Zenobia

implies that she is not being as harsh with him as he de-

serves, for, if she were to condemn him fully, her sense

of self-betrayal would be agonizingly complete. Aware of

the great disparity between what she has professed and

how she has acted, she attempts to mitigate the horror of

her revelation. She says to Hollingsworth,

The utmost that can be said in your behalf--and be-
cause I would not be wholly despicable in my own
eyes, but would fain excuse my wasted feelings, nor
own it wholly a delusion, therefore I say it--is,
that a great and rich heart has been ruined in your
breast. (p. 219)

Realizing the consequence of her self-deception, aware

that her reevaluation of the past forces a reevaluation

of the self-image formed through the past, Zenobia searches

for some quality or circumstance that will redeem Hollings-

worth in her eyes and thus provide a means of redemption

for herself. If she can justify his behavior, find him

a bit less guilty, she can perhaps rationalize having

loved him and believe that she has not been as untrue to

herself as she fears. Her rationalization, however, will
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not hold. She sees that she is not the person she believed

herself to be, and this insight levels her faith in and

respect for herself. She apprehends that she has misin-

terpreted reality, that her perceptions of herself and

others were distortions. She attains consciousness of

her own self-betrayal. Thus, meanly and utterly devastated

by the significance she now assigns her experience, having

lost all sense of her inherent worth and value, unable or

unwilling to reconcile past perceptions to her present

realizations, she chooses to die.

Priscilla, however, does not confront the difficulty

of aligning her revelation with past experience. Yet

she, too, is changed. She betrays her love for Zenobia, a

love grown "out of the loneliness of her sad little exis-

tence" (p. 186), and, although she feels some guilt (p.

220), ostensibly for loving (and winning) the man her half-

sister has openly loved, there is little indication that

she suffers any remorse for replacing Zendbia with Hol-

lingsworth in her heart or for replacing Zenobia in his.

Priscilla discovers, in short, that she can disregard the

person who for so many years had given her poor life all

its substance. "Save for this singular, this melancholy,

and yet beautiful affection" for Zenobia, Priscilla, in

her girlhood, "could hardly have lived" (p. 186).

Coverdale remembers watching, as Priscilla departed

with Hollingsworth from Eliot's pulpit,
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wondering what judgment she would pass, between
Zenobia and Hollingsworth; how interpret his be-
havior, so as to reconcile it with true faith both
towards her sister and herself; how compel her love
for him to keep any terms whatever with her sisterly
affection! (p. 220)

The crux of Coverdale's meditation is the rationalization

he expects Priscilla will have to accomplish. But Pris-

cilla does not rationalize. The inconsistency of her

own actions and beliefs, the evident disparity between her

past experience and her sudden revelation does not concern

her. As Zenobia realizes that her control and awareness

were not as absolute as she had assumed and is destroyed,

Priscilla comprehends that she may have control, that she

need not be "blown about like a leaf" without "any free-

will" (p. 171).

Her transformation, however, is slight. Coverdale

recalls that Priscilla made no immediate response to Hol-

lingsworth's summons at Eliot's pulpit; he recollects that

"at first, I half imagined that she was about to fail him"

(p. 219). Priscilla goes first to Zenobia, and keels at

her feet: "We are sisters! gasped Priscilla." Coverdale

reflects, "I fancied that I understood the word and action;

it meant the offering of herself, and all she had, to be

at Zenobia's disposal." "But," he adds, "the latter would

not take it thus" (p. 219).

Though Priscilla does not go straight to Hollings-

worth as he bade her, though she first offers herself to
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Zenobia, her eventual acceptance of Hollingsworth denotes

a degree of strength that she had not before displayed.

Knowing that her alliance with Hollingsworth will torment

her half-sister, Priscilla nevertheless chooses to accept

the fallen philanthropist because he is what she wants.

This decision is an act of will--perhaps Priscilla's first.

Coverdale infers in Chapter XXII, "Fauntleroy," that Pris-

cilla's "life had been one of love. She bestowed it

partly on her father, but, in greater part, on an idea"

(p. 186). This "idea," of course, was Zenobia, "towards

whom, indeed, her feelings seemed not so much to be con-

fidence, as involuntary affection" (p. 50). Priscilla has

loved her father, as a good daughter must, and her love

for Zenobia grew from her father's reminiscences of his

former, brilliant life. Both loves were earnest, but in

neither case did Priscilla consciously choose devotion to

the person loved. Indeed, her enslavement to Westervelt

denoted a complete lack of will. Thus, depriving the two

"lookers-on" of the "triumph" that would have been theirs

had she scorned Hollingsworth (p. 219), she exercises her

newly discovered "free-will" and obtains additional

strength from Hollingsworth's dependence upon her.

Priscilla has no need to reassess her experience,

to bring past and present into harmony. Her acceptance

of Hollingsworth is tantamount to a rejection of both

her past and her love of Zenobia, for the love she had
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borne her half-sister comprised the meaning of her past.

Coverdale apprehends that Priscilla, having found her

truth, having discovered an unknown strength, will seek

no further to unearth the significance of her experience.

He reflects,

But, in truth, there was no such difficulty as I
imagined. Her engrossing love made it all clear.
Hollingsworth could have no fault. That was the
one principle at the centre of the universe. And
the doubtful guilt or possible integrity of other
people, appearances, self-evident facts, the testi-
mony of her own senses--even Hollingsworth's self-
accusation, hadhe volunteered it--would have weighed
not the value of a mote of thistle-down, on the
other side. So secure was she of his right, that
she never thought of comparing it with another's
wrong, but left the latter to itself. (pp. 220-21)

Priscilla, then, refuses to acknowledge a need for

or to be concerned with a reconciliation of past to

present. Her former experience has no lingering effect;

no after-image haunts her, demanding explanations. Upon

visiting the couple some years later, Coverdale perceives

in Priscilla "a protective and watchful quality, as if she

felt herself the guardian of her companion, but, likewise,

a deep, submissive, unquestioning reverence, and also a

veiled happiness in her fair and quiet countenance" (p.

242). Priscilla is the only one of the major characters

to find happiness, veiled or otherwise.

Hawthorne, it seems, intentionally makes use of the

other characters in order to emphasize the process that he

designed Coverdale to illustrate. But unlike the others,
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Coverdale takes years to sort and to categorize his ex-

perience, to reconcile and to adjust his perceptions,

memories, desires, and motivations one to another. This

process of review and reassessment may have a number of

resolutions, as is suggested by the various fates of the

characters who undertake it. The resulting self-revelation

may be untenable, as with Zenobia, or it may condemn one

to a lifetime of retribution, as with Hollingsworth. Yet

one may also realize in a reconsideration of the past the

means of reconstructing one's self-image. A perception of

the disparity between past and present experience may be

a source of strength, as it is for Priscilla. It may be

that Priscilla has been the most sagacious in her indif-

ference for the past; as Coverdale's interminable reliving

and reworking, reassessing and reevaluating indicate, per-

haps it is never possible to derive an adequate explanation

of what one has perceived as reality.

Discussing Hawthorne's ambiguity, Jac Tharpe notes

that "Goodman Brown himself did not know what happened to

him in the forest, thus suggesting that confusion is often

the foremost result of experience." 2 This suggestion re-

curs in The Blithedale Romance through Coverdale's effort

to discover what he has experienced and to determine

2 Jac Tharpe, Nathaniel Hawthorne: Identity and Know-
ledg e(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,

fp. 10.
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the significance of his discovery. Coverdale's recollec-

tions and reflections are confusing; his narrative is am-

biguous and mysterious. Yet, as William Van O'Connor

believes, "It is quite likely that, for his purposes, Haw-

thorne left no loose ends . . ." in The Blithedale Ro-

mance.3 Ambiguity and mystery best suit a work whose

ultimate theme concerns the subjective reality in which

each individual forms his perceptions and interprets his

experience. The uncertainty imposed by time and distance

upon one's memory of events and incidents, a need for

justification, and the motivations which generate the

need to justify necessarily make it difficult to distin-

guish truth from fantasy. Thus, through Coverdale's

struggle to apprehend, Hawthorne presents the concept

that the truth one eventually discerns in his experience

is inevitably subjective and approximate.

3William Van O'Connor, "The Narrator as Distorting
Mirror" in his The Grotesque: An American Genre and Other
Essays (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press,
19691),p. 85.
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