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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In any comprehensive biographical study of Nathaniel 

Hawthorne, one can find evidence that he deeply appreciated 

the presence of trees and gardens. Hawthorne was a 

reserved person who was perfectly content to have in his 

company only his family and his few close friends. He 

treasured the solitude he found in garden strolls when he 

would simply study Nature and its kinship to humanity. 

During the nineteenth century, in which Hawthorne wrote, 

people still had traditional reverence for plantlife. 

Herbs were still a basic ingredient in medicinal potions; 

many types of trees symbolized strength, security, and 

sometimes heritage of the homes they adorned; and flowers, 

according to Ernst Lehner and Johanna Lehner, symbolized 

human characteristics and sentiments such as Joy and 

grief, fear and confidence, triumph and woe, admiration 

and gratitude, evil and good, and love and desire. That 

Hav/thorne was aware of the traditions associated with 

plantlife is evidenced by his readings. In Hawthorne's 

Readin/̂ s 18^8-1850. Marion Kesselring wrote that Hawthorne 

read many books that could have g^ven him a 1 nowledgeable 
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background in plant lore. Among these books were Good's 

The Book of Nature. Hitt's A Treatise of Fruit Trees. 

Brewster's Natural Ma^ic. Mudie's Guide to the Observations 

of Nature, and Sowerby's Enp:lish Botany. 

The list of books that Hawthorne borrowed from the 

Athenaeum Library in Salem indicates that his literary 

tastes were varied and that he read avidly.-̂  In his letters 

to Sophia Peabody, later his wife, who ardently shared 

Hawthorne's zeal for literature, he wrote of his love for 

Spenser's Faerie Queene.^ He also mentioned in various 

letters his respect for Shakespeare's works and for the 

writings of Sir Walter Scott. He envied the men who could 

so eloquently express themselves and could so perceptively 

develop characters and themes. In his youth, Hawthorne, 

characterized by a seriousness common to older men, also put 

pen to paper and tried earnestly to release his thoughts. 

Possibly because of the verse form of some of his favorite 

readings, he, too, attempted verse, but quickly became 

discouraged. Venting his frustrations in a poem written in 

1819 in a letter to his sister Louisa, Nathaniel Hawthorne 

presented literary proof that he found deeper significance 

in plants than in their existence for superficial ornamen

tation: 

I saw where in a lonely grave 
Departed Genius lay; 
and mournful yew-trees o'er it wave. 
To hide it from the day.5 

Almost a decade after he jotted down the disparaging 

poem, Hawthorne began, for all critical purposes, his 
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writing career; however, his medium had become prose. 

Although Hawthorne did not depend upon plant imagery in 

his compositions as much as many authors have, he did make 

significant use of a select few flowers, trees, and herbs 

to depict setting, establish mood, carry plot, emphasize 

character, and reinforce theme. The purpose of this study 

is substantially to survey Hawthorne's use of plant imagery 

in the above categories and to illustrate the significance 

of his use of plants. The works v;hich have been studied 

are Fanshawe (I828), The Scarlet Letter (I85O), The House 

of the Seven Gables (I85I), A Wonder-Book for Boys and 

Girls (1851), The Blithedale Romance (1852), The Marble 

Faun (i860), Septimius Felton (1871), and "Rappaccini's 

Daughter" (I8/+6). 
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CHAPTER I I 

USES OF PLAINT IMAGERY IN SETTING AND MOOD 

Setting and mood, two vital elements in a good 

narrative, usually are so interrelated that they must be 

considered together in a critical study. The popular 

connotation of "setting" includes the locale and the period 

of time in which the incidents occur in the story, habitual 

activities which do not directly influence the progress of 

the story, and the detailed physical environment of each 

scene. "Mood," on the other hand, embodies the emotional 

atmosphere v;hich enables the reader to grasp the intended 

meaning and significance of the characters' words and 

actions. 
h . 

In Fanshawe, a novel based on Hawthorne's recollection 

of his days at Bowdoin College, an oak tree, symbolic of 

stability,^ was mentioned periodically in the story as a 

landmark to give it physical continuity. The "old bare 

oak-tree," located near a lakeshore a short walk from 

town, was first mentioned when the antagonist, known as "the 

angler" and as "the widow's son," was introduced. At that 

point all the major characters, Ellen Langton, Fanshawe, 

Edward Walcott, and the angler, wore together. Also, the 

mystery of the angler's mission vac introduced to the plot 

k 
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v/hen, to avoid the audience of Ellen's escorts, he quickly 

and quietly arranged a rendezvous v/ith her. After Fanshawe 

and Edward walked with Ellen to the home of Dr. and Mrs. 

Melmoth, her guardians in her father's absence, Edward 

hastened back to the "old oak-tree" (p. 18) hoping to 

find the angler and discover the nature of his business 

with Ellen. After all of the superficial hurdles in the 

plot had been surmounted, Fanshav/e, v/ho had merged as the 

hero in the eyes of all the other characters, returned to 

the ". . . old leafless oak which witnessed Ellen's first 

meeting v/ith the angler. Here he mused upon the circum

stances that had resulted from that event, and upon the 

rights and privileges . . . which those circumstances had 

given him" (p. 78). While Fanshawe was surveying the 

events which had caused him to leave his secluded egocentric 

world in which he had been suffocating, Ellen approached 

him and leaned against the oak for support. 

A pine tree was also used by Hawthorne for setting 

and for atmosphere. When Ellen complied with the request 

for a private meeting, the angler met her in a shaded area 

of Dr. Melmoth's garden. To convey a mysterious under

current to the meeting, Hawthorne had the couple meet under 

a "gnarled, low-branched pine" (p. 20). Following Ellen's 

unwise decision to go with the angler. Dr. and Mrs. Melmotli, 

on discovering her disappearance, entered her deserted roon. 

Again, for the purpose of establinhing mood, Hawthorne 

noted that " . . . the wild flowern vith which it was 
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the maiden's custom daily to decorate her premises were 

drooping, as if in sorrow for her who had placed them 

there" (p. k7). 

Plants are used to establish a somber mood in the 

description of the prison in The Scarlet Letter. The ugli

ness of the old prison, "the black flower of society," 

where Hester Prynne and her illegitimate daughter Pearl had 

been sent for violating the mores of society, was emphasized 

as Hawthorne called attention to a grass-plot in front of 

the prison that v;as "much overgrovm with burdock, pigv;eed, 

apple-peru, and such unsightly vegetation" (p. 112). 

These plants helped Hawthorne to establish a repelling 

atmosphere around the prison. The pointed-leaved burdock, 

a weed which had been used by New Englanders in medicinal 

concoctions, is known as a plant of importunity and 

boredom;^ and, according to the "language of flowers" com

piled by Lehner and Lehner, the burdock expresses the 

warning, "Do not touch me!" The pigv/eed merits its name 

because hogs feast upon it and possibly because it, like 

its namesake, is covered with a stiff, hair-like substance. 

The apple-peru, also called the jimson weed, an annual herb 

of the nightshade family, is a tall, coarse, evil-smelling, 
12 poisonous plant common to New England soil. John Gerard, 

herbal expert of the sixteenth century, warned that the herb 

13 causes drowsiness and troublesome sleep. ̂  Thus the apple-peru. 
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as v/ell as the burdock and pigweed, conveys the degen

erative, repelling aspect of the prison. 

In sharp contrast to the ugly plantlife on the 

prison-ground was a wild rose-bush " . . . rooted almost 

at the threshold" (p. 112) of the prison. It was covered 

with " . . . delicate gems, which might be imagined to 

offer their fragrance and fragile beauty to the prisoner 

as he went in, and to the condemned criminal as he came 

forth to his doom, in token that the deep heart of Nature 

could pity and be kind to him" (p. 112). In antithesis 

to the repugnant nature of the burdock, pigweed, and 

apple-peru, the v/ild rose, symbolizing simplicity and 

modesty, ^ suggests serenity, peace, and hope for Hester. 

Hawthorne also utilized plants in The Scarlet 

Letter for relief, brief as it is, from the serious tone of 

the novel and, perhaps intentionally, at a point v;hen 

Hester's image to the society which condemned her was 

improved. While Hester and Pearl were at Governor Belling-

ham's estate, Hester called Pearl's attention to the garden 

which the " . . . proprietor appeared already to have 

relinquished, as hopeless . . . . Cabbages grew in plain 

sight; and a pumpkin vine . . . deposited one of its 

gigantic products directly beneath the hall-window; as if 

to warn the Governor that this great lump of vegetable gold 

was as rich an ornament as New England earth would offer 

him" (p. li+6). 



u'•'i.v;iiM'-"Tny^j>{jBig'.- i s ^ r r i s : — - ^ 'ji, trntm rm ^*^ '• i'iii •• mmi mutmu^a^ *̂  

8 
Approaching the climax in the story, the reader is 

taken into a dense forest setting v/hich traditionally 

intimates mystery, oppression, lack of direction, and fear 

of reality. No setting could have been more appropriate 

for the dialogue between Hester and Arthur Dimmesdale, 

Pearl's father. Hawthorne wrote, " . . . the boughs were 

tossing heavily above their heads . . . , just as thoughts 

and memories were tossing heavily in the hearts and minds 

of Hester and Dimmesdale, " . . . while one solemn old tree 

groaned dolefully to another, as if telling the sad story 

of the pair that sat beneath, or constrained to forebode 

evil to come" (p. 200). As a result of their discussion, 

an escape from their oppression seemed possible; and 

suddenly, 

• . . as if the gloom of the earth and sky 
had been but the effluence of these two 
mortal hearts, it vanquished with their 
sorrow. All at once, as v/ith a sudden 
smile of heaven, forth burst the sunshine, 
pouring a very flood into the obscure 
forest, gladdening each green leaf, 
transmitting the yellow fallen ones to 
gold, and gleaming adown the gray trunks 
of the solemn trees. The objects that had 
made a shadow hitherto, embodied the 
brightness now. (p. 204) 

Various plants in The House of the Seven Gables are 

used to depict setting and to create atmosphere. The 

Pyncheon Elm, for example, was used by Hawthorne as a 

lively, beautiful, unconquerable contrast to the oppressive 

atmosphere permeated by the house it shaded. The sprawling 

Pyncheon Elm, planted in front of the seven-gabled Pyncheon 

house, " . . . gave beauty to the old edifice, and seemed 
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to make it a part of nature" (p. 259). When Clifford and 

Hepzibah fled from the house after Clifford found Judge 

Pyncheon, his loathed cousin, dead, Clifford described 

his house and the elm to a new acquaintance: "There is 

a certain house within my familiar recollection, . . . a 

rusty, crazy, creaky, dry-rotted, damp-rotted, dingy, 

dark, and miserable old dungeon, with an arched window 

over the porch, and a little shop-door on one side, and a 

great melancholy elm before it" (p. ZfOO). Clifford, 

whose description of the house could also be suited to 

himself, did not see the elm in the same sunlight that the 

narrator did; yet, the elm did far outshine the house in 

Clifford's mind's eye. 

In Clifford's and Hepzibah's absence from the 

Pyncheon estate, they missed a five-day period of inclement 

weather. After the storm. 

Nature made sv/eet amends . . . . Vegetable 
productions, of v/hatever kind, seemed more 
than negatively happy, in the juicy warmth 
and abundance of their life. The Pyncheon 
Elm, throughout its great circumference, 
v/as all alive, and full of the morning 
sun and a sv/eet-tempered little breeze, 
which lingered within this verdant sphere, 
and set a thousand leafy tongues a-
v/hispering all at once. This aged tree 
appeared to have suffered nothing from the 

•• -^^ gale. It had kept its boughs unshattered, 
and its full complement of leaves; and the 
whole in perfect verdure, except a single 
branch, that, by the earlier change with 
which the elm-tree sometimes prophesies 
the autumn, had been transmitted to bright 
gold. It was like the golden branch 
that gained Aeneas and Sibyl admittance 
into HadesI 

This one mystic branch hung down 
before the main entrance of the Seven Gables, 
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so nigh the ground that any passer-by 
might have stood on tiptoe and plucked 
it off. Presented at the door, it would 
have been a symbol of his right to enter, 
and be made acquainted with all the 
secrets of the house, (p. 41/+) 

A customer approached the shop-door of the Pyncheon house 

on that same bright day, and, upon finding it locked, 

grumbled and made derogatory remarks about the old maid 

shopkeeper and her "dreadful" brother. The mood, at that 

point was ladened with the human bitterness of the customer; 

however, in relief, the elm " . . . made a pleasant, 

cheerful, sunny sight, responsive to the breeze that was 

elsewhere imperceptible" (p. ^17). 

The garden of the Pyncheon estate played an 

important role in The House of the Seven Gables. It was 

there that Clifford felt free to enjoy simple pleasures 

in life away from the scrutiny and threats of society. 

Included in the garden were a white rose-bush, a pear tree, 

three damson trees, a row of currant bushes, summer 

squashes, cucumbers, two or three rows of string-beans, 

tomatoes, and " . . . a few species of antique and heredi

tary flowers" (p. 295). It should be noticed that with 

the exception of the v/hite rose-bush and some scattered 

flowers, the other plants served two purposes: for 

ornamentation and for food. Accordingly, the presence of 

the plants brightened and nourished the philosophies of 

life of Clifford, Hepzibah, Phoebe, and Holgrave. 

'! ' ' t 
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There is lore associated v/ith the white rose, the 

pear tree, the cucumber, and the tomato. The white rose 

is a symbol of "charm and innocence, secrecy and silence.""̂ ^ 

For those attributes Clifford trusted the garden as his 

only escape from the suffocating despair he felt in the 

house. The blossom of the pear tree symbolizes health and 
16 hope, which Phoebe, the human counterpart to the 

redeeming qualities in Nature, offered her cousins Clifford 

and Hepzibah. The cucumber is a symbol of productiveness 

17 and fruitfullness ^ v/hich emphasizes the results of the 

garden gatherings: Clifford eventually saw good and hope 

in life because of the ethereal atmosphere of the garden 

and the presence of Phoebe; and Holgrave, a young mesmerical 

daguerreotypist living in one of the seven gables, found 

new meaning and purpose in his life because of his talks 

with Phoebe in the garden. Finally, the tomato aptly 

complements the pleasant atmosphere of the garden setting. 
18 

John Gerard refered to the tomato as the Apple of Love, 

It was in the Pyncheon garden that Phoebe and Holgrave 

found romantic love and in the garden that Clifford found 

love for mankind, limited though it was. 

Although most of the plant imagery in The Blithedale 

Romance was used for characterization and emphasis of 

theme, there are a few instances when plants were used in 

description and in establishing mood. 

May-Day at Blithedale, a communistic society based on 

Hawthorne's recollections of his own involvement at Brook 
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Farm, a Utopian experiment providing residents an 

opportunity to pursue their cultural interests in a 

leisurely manner, found Zenobia, a beautiful and mysteri

ously alluring benefactor to the enterprise, and Priscilla, 

a meek, pallid, unofficial ward of Blithedale, a-maying 

together. In their baskets they had gathered anemones, 

houstonias, columbines, violets, maple-twigs, and cherry 

blossoms. It would be ludicrous to assume, in the context 

of the passage, that the flowers, individually, had any 

special significance. However, in view of the beauty of the 

plants and in light of the frollicing spirit in which they 

were gathered, it can be assumed that Hawthorne described 

the springtime outing to reveal more about the personalities 

of Zenobia and Priscilla and possibly to give the reader 

momentary relief from the overcast mood which had been 

prevalent since Miles Coverdale, a poet, but primarily a 

student of human nature, had begun his story of Blithedale. 

Coverdale, quickly disillusioned with the progress 

of the Blithedale experiment, went into the wooded area 

adjacent to Blithedale for a private place to reflect upon 

his observations of the inhabitants of Blithedale. In the 

woods he discovered a large v/hite pine tree in which he 

found 

. . . a little hermitage. It was a kind 
of leafy cave, high upward into the air, 
among the midmost branches of a v/hite-
pine tree. A v/ild grape-vine, of unusual 
size and luxuriance, had twined and 
twisted itself up into the tree, and, 
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after wreathing the entanglement of its 
tendrils almost around every bough, had 
caught hold of three or four neighboring 
trees, and married the whole clump v/ith a 
perfectly inextricable knot of polygamy, (p. 497) 

Possibly Hawthorne intended particular significance for the 

poetic description of Coverdale's hideaway. Perhaps the 

grape-vine was meant to represent the ideals upon which 

Blithedale was established; and, if the experiment had been 

successful, the ideals would have reached, like tendrils, 

to society-at-large, represented by the neighboring trees 

which v/ere entwined by the vine. 

As in The Blithedale Romance, most of the plant 

imagery in The Marble Faun is used to reflect character 

and, especially, to emphasize theme; but, on occasion, 

plantlife is used for purposes of mood and setting. 

Hawthorne was fascinated by Italy, the setting he 

chose for The Marble Faun. Italy's art, its legendary 

history, its romantic mysticism, its people, and its 

terrain intrigued Hawthorne; and in the novel he occasion

ally gave Italy a favorable comparison to England and 

America. Lofty descriptions of fountains, churches, 

museums, and statues often appear in The Marble Faun for 

no pertinent reason except to reflect Hawthorne's obser

vations and emotions related to the Italian setting that 

so enthralled him. One example of such poetic description 

was of ilex trees, symbols of the antiquity that fascinated 

Hawthorne. He described the ilex trees as "time-honored." 

He imagined the events v/itnessed by those ancient beauties 
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and concluded that since they had withstood Gaul's 

attack on the walls of Rome—to the trees "only a few 

years ago"—they appeared to be " . , . confident in the 

long peace of their lifetime . . . " (p. 630). Hawthorne 

was also inspired by their graceful growth among the 

other "majestic trees." 

Never was there a more venerable quietude 
than that which slept among their 
sheltering boughs; never a cweeter sunshine 
than that now gladdening the gentle gloom 
which these leafy patriarchs.strove to 
diffuse over the swelling and subsiding 
lav/ns. (p. 630) 

In the same passage, Hav/thorne described the cypress 

trees, "resembling dark flames of huge funeral candles, 

which spread dusk and twilight round about them instead 

of cheerful radiance" (p. 631). Flowers growing in the 

open places included anemones, violets, and daisies, all 

ornamental flowers v/hich can be traced to Gerard's The 

Herball or Generall History of Plantes. 

The pensive, somber mood established as the reader 

shares Hawthorne's observation of the wooded area and of 

the fountains " . . . sending their murmur afar, to make 

the quiet and silence more appreciable" (p. 63I), is the 

prevailing mood throughout the novel. At one point in 

the novel, Kenyon felt that atmosphere as he strolled 

through the Monte Beni estate where, before his trans

formation, Donatello, a faun-like member of the Monte 

Beni family, had wandered as cloro to Nature as the 
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wild deer and butterflies. Kenyon felt a religious 

identity with the past: 

The sculptor strayed amid its vineyards 
and orchards, its dells and tangled 
shrubberies, with somewhat the sensations 
of an adventurer who should find his way 
to the side of ancient Eden, and behold 
its loveliness through the transparency 
of that gloom which has been brooding 
over those haunts of innocence ever since 
the fall. Adam saw it in a brighter 
sunshine, but never knew the shade of 
pensive beauty v/hich Eden won from his 
expulsion, (p. 749) 

Hawthorne made frequent use of grass, vines, and 

moss as evidence of the age that he found so inspiring. 

He occasionally mentioned "grass-grov/n arches" leading to 

ruins and into villages. While the reader takes a Gothic 

tour of some ruins, he finds another example of hov/ 

Hawthorne revered the splendor of the past symbolized by 

the ruins. When he described an ancient tov/er, he observed 

that the "close-clinging lichens and yellow moss . . . 

rendered the general hue of the tower soft and venerable, 

and took av/ay the aspect of nakedness which v/ould have 

made its age drearier than now" (p. 713)-

Even though Hawthorne was intrigued by the antiquity 

of Italy, he also found joy in youth. Always Hawthorne 

had intended to v/rite a book for children, and he did no 

immediately after his completion of The House of the 

Seven Gables. He entitled his collection of Greek myths-

adapted to the tastes of a nineteenth-century child—A 

Wonder-Book for Boys and Girls.-^^ In a stud." of Hawth.o-r.e 

r'''"'**̂̂  
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entitled The Inward Sky. Hubert Hoeltje explained that 

the children's book project, completed in one month, 

" . . . was one of the most agreeable literary tasks he 

[pawthorn§] had ever undertaken. He had put into it all 

his accumulated skill in writing, together with his long-

held love for children, v/hich had nov/ been augmented by 

PC) 

his affection for his own boy and girl . , . ."^^ 

To add his own special flavor to the Greek myths 

and not to be held in contempt for the changes he made in 

the myths, Hawthorne created a narrator and an enthusiastic 

audience of children and, on one occasion, adults. This 

scheme gave Hawthorne freedom through the narrator Eustace 

Bright, an eighteen-year-old college student, to adapt the 

basic stories to the particular whimsy of the moment just 

as most informal storytellers do. In order to immediately 

establish the happy mood necessary to involving the reader 

(or listener) in the fairy-tales, Hawthorne named the 

children Primrose, Periwinkle, Sweet Fern, Dandelion, 

Blue-Eye, Clover, Huckleberry, Cowslip, Squash-blossom, 

Milkweed, Plantain, and Buttercup. Although there is 

lore associated with most of these plants, it would be 

erroneous to think that Hav/thorne identified his 

hypothetical audience with traits associated with the 

plants. The innocence of childhood escapes the tags of 

sophisticated characteristics which plants usually symbolir.o. 

The reader should be content with the premise that 
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Hawthorne named the children for those specific plants 

because among them is beauty as well as a little dash 

of Y/ildness, qualities v/hich are present in children. 

To substantiate the thesis that Hawthorne utilized 

plantlife for its symbolic purposes in all novelistic 

elements, it was logical to begin the study at the 

foundation, the setting and mood. Because the characters 

in a novel directly relate to the settings and moods, 

Hawthorne's use of plantlife in character development 

shall be considered next. 



CHAPTER III 

USES OF PLANT IMAGERY IN CHARACTERIZATION 

Characterization is usually the most important 

element in a novel; therefore, a good novel depends on 

the author's ability to portray his characters' 

demonstrations of human emotions, ambitions, and errors. 

In order to become involved in the plot and, most 

important, in order to accept the message or theme in the 

novel, a reader must be convinced of the author's under

standing of life, which is evidenced by the depth of 

characterization. Even though Hawthorne's themes were 

his strength in writing his most noted compositions, his 

ability to develop characters served him well in conveying 

his social and moralistic messages; and Hawthorne often 

relied on trees, flowers, and herbs to symbolize a 

particular trait of a character. 

The rose, along with its varieties, is the flower 

most used by Hawthorne in symbolizing virtues of his 

characters. The rose, generally mentioned, was used to 

describe the beauty and simple perfection of Phoebe 

Pyncheon in The House of the Seven Gables. Hawthorne 

noted that just as the treasures in Hepzibah's trunk were 

18 
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sweetened by the ottar of rose contained within, 

" . . . so did all the thoughts and emotions of Hepzibah 

and Clifford, sombre as they might seem, acquire a subtle 

attribute of happiness from Phoebe's intermixture with 

them" (p. 32.3) • By means of several similar metaphors, 

Hawthorne left no room for doubt that Clifford and 

Hepzibah considered Phoebe an everlasting rose giving them 

daily pleasure. Clifford, v/ho enjoyed his new-found 

"perception of life, character, and individuality" (p. 331), 

once said to Phoebe, "Take my hand, Phoebe, and pinch it 

hard with your little fingers! Give me a rose, that I 

may press its thorns, and prove myself awake by the sharp 

touch of pain" (p. 333). 

In Septimius Felton, Hawthorne named one of the 

characters Rose. Because of his development of the per

sonality and virtues of Rose Garfield, the reader can 

easily discern that the name v/as selected for symbolic 

purposes. Rose Garfield was beautiful, pure, forgiving, 

21 
and charitable—all symbolic virtues of the rose. 

Rose, in her natural innocence, instinctively shunned 

evil. For instance, when Rose, Sibyl, and Septimius 

discovered the strange flower that grew from the grave of 

the dead English soldier. Rose would not go near it. 

"I think it poisonous," said Rose 
Garfield, shuddering, for she was a person 
so natural she hated poisonous things, or 
anything speckled especially, and did not, 
indeed, love strangeness. "Yet I should 



! • » • • * 

20 
not wonder if it bore a beautiful 
flower by and by. Nevertheless, if 
I were to do just as I feel inclined, 
I should root it up and fling it 
away." (p. 32^) 

Rose Garfield was not one of the most important characters 

in Septimius Felton. but she served emphatically as a 

sweet, pure contrast to Septimius and Sibyl Dacy. 

Ellen Langton, in Fanshawe. was compared to a 

variegated rose when she was discovered by Dr. Melmoth, 

Fanshawe, and Edward in an apartment in Hugh Crombie's 

tavern: "Terror had at first blanched her white as a 

lily . . . . Shame next bore away; and her blushing 

countenance, covered by her slender white fingers, might 

fantastically be compared to a variegated rose with its 

alternate stripes of v/hite and red" (p.-39). The 

variegated rose has been acknov/ledged as a symbol of 

unity since the House of Lancaster, identified by a red 

rose emblem, and the House of York, identified by a white 

rose emblem, were united after the War of the Roses in 

the fifteenth century. At the time that Ellen was 

compared to a variegated rose, her plight had caused 

Fanshawe to take his first step toward opportunity to 

unite his life with the outside world through Ellen. 

Ellen asked Fanshawe after her rescue from the angler: 

"Will it not be happiness to form the tie that shall 

connect you to the world? to be your guide—a humble one, 

it is true, but the one of your choice—to the quiet 

paths from which your proud and lonely thoughts have 
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estranged you" (p. 79). Just as the variegated rose 

is the symbolic synthesis of two warring families, so 

Ellen was the synthesizing opportunity between Fanshawe 

and the rest of the world. 

The rosebud, symbolizing hope, promise, youth and 

beauty, -̂  and also being the name of Hawthorne's younger 

daughter, is often used by Hawthorne in portraying his 

characters. Phoebe, in The House of the Seven Gables, 

was identified v/ith a rosebud. Phoebe brought hope, 

promise, youth, and beauty into the lives of Clifford, 

Hepzibah, and Holgrave. Hawthorne described the rosebud 

influence Phoebe had on Clifford: "There, as he lay more 

than half lifeless on the strand, the fragrance of an 

earthly rose-bud had come up his nostrils, and, as odors 

v/ill, had summoned up reminiscences or visions of all the 

living and breathing beauty amid v/hich he should have 

had his home" (p. 328). 

Priscilla, in The Blithedale Romance, was also 

compared to a rosebud. Priscilla was a young, naive 

maiden whose innocent charm eventually attracted 

Hollingsworth who sought in everyone promise and hope 

of fulfilling his philanthropic purpose of rehabilitatinr; 

criminals. Of Hollingsworth's relation to Priscilla, 

Hawthorne wrote: "In requital of so rich benefits as ho 

was to confer upon mankind, it would have been hard to 

deny Hollingsworth the simple nolace of a young girl's 
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heart, which he held in his hand, and smelled to, like 

a rosebud. But what if, while pressing out its fragrance, 

he should crush the tender rosebud in his grasp" (p. /f85) 

Perhaps the most frail and innocent of all of 

Hawthorne's characters considered in this study was Hilda 

in The Marble Faun. Hilda was identified with the rosebud 

in the eyes of Kenyon, who saw no promise or hope for a 

happy future unless he could win Hilda's heart. Despite 

her Puritanic faith, Hilda daily adorned with flowers a 

shrine of the Virgin Mary near the tower room in which she 

lived. Kenyon v/as always enthralled to see the bouquets 

which Hilda placed beneath the shrine. One day, after 

Hilda's mysterious disappearance, he noticed that one 

rosebud, indeed, she had selocted for 
herself from the rich mass of flowers; for 
Kenyon well remembered recognizing it in 
her bosom when he last saw her at his 
studio. 

"That little part of ray great love 
she took," said he to himself. "The 
remainder she v/ould have devoted to Heaven; 
but has left it withering in the sun and 
wind. Ah! Hilda, Hilda, had you given me 
a right to watch over you, this evil had 
not come!" (pp. 823-82Zf) 

Kenyon's attempt to find Hilda was complicated by carnival 

time in Rome. Kenyon roamed the crov/ded, chaotic streets 

trying to find any clue to lead him to Hilda, who Miriam 

had vowed was safe, but had not revealed her whereabouts. 

Finally, amid a deluge of flowerr? -hich served as confetti 

to the merrymakers and as messages between young lovers, 

Kenyon was hit " . . . with a sin^le rose-oua—so sweet 
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and fresh that he knew at once whose hand had flung 

it" (p. SZk)* Because of the confusion, he could not 

detect the direction from v/hich the rosebud flew; but 

later he was again hit by another rosebud, " . . . so 

fresh that it seemed that moment gathered. It flew from 

the opposite balcony, smote gently on his lips, and fell 

into his hand. He looked upward and beheld the face of 

his lost Hilda" (pp. 8^9-850). At the story's end, Kenyon 

at last held secure his Hilda, his rosebud, his young, 

beautiful hope and promise of a life of happiness. 

The wild rose, symbol of charming simplicity and 

modesty ^ and conveying the message, "I shall follow you 

everywhere," -̂  has a significant role in emphasizing the 

characters of Hester Prynne and her illegitimate daughter 

Pearl in The Scarlet Letter. The v/ild rose-bush mentioned 

in the novel had grown outside the door of the prison 

where Hester and Pearl had been sentenced because of 

Hester's conviction for adultery. The promise of the 

wild rose, "I shall follow you everywhere," v/as unbroken 

in Hester's life. Just as the wild rose was noticed for 

its beauty among the oppressive plant symbols of the 

prison, Hester was later noticed for her attractive 

qualities among the tov/nspeople, filled with guilt for 

their own transgressions, v/ho had self-righteously 

sentenced Hester to forever wear on her bosom a symbol of 

her sin. Hester, who reflected the charming simplicity 
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and modesty symbolized by the wild rose, did not spend 

her days hiding from the public that had judged her; 

she spent her waking moments, when she was not doing 

fine needle-work to support herself and Pearl, charitably 

helping persons in need. She never expected thanks; in 
fact, she avoided occasions for gratitude. 

Individuals . . . had quite forgotten 
Hester Prynne for her frailty; nay, 
more, they had begun to look upon the 
scarlet letter as the token, not of 
that one sin, for which she had borne 
so long and dreary a penance, but of 
her many good deeds since, (p. 180) 

The living symbol of Hester's sin was her daughter 

Pearli v/ho was also a living fulfillment of the promise of 

the wild rose-bush. On one occasion v/hen Hester and 

Pearl delivered an ordered pair of embroidered gloves to 

the mansion of Governor Bellingham, the pastor John Wilson, 

who was visiting the governor in the company of Reverend 

Arthur Dimmesdale and Roger Chillingworth, tried to engage 

in childish conversation with Pearl. "What little bird of 

scarlet plumage may this be?" he asked Pearl. 

"I am mother's child," answered the 
scarlet vision, "and my name is Pearl!" 

"Pearl?—Ruby, rather!—or Coral!— 
or Red Rose, at the very least, judging 
from thy hue!" responded the old 
minister . . . . (p. 1^8) 

After a purposeful conversation with Hester, who was forced 

to defend her right to keep her child with the argument 

that she could teach Pearl the lessons she had learned 
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from her sin and its public token, Mr. Wilson, dispensing 

with the illusory questions, examined Pearl: 

"Pearl," said he, with great 
solemnity, "thou must take heed to instruc
tion, that so, in due season, thou mayst 
wear in thy bosom the pearl of great 
price. Canst thou tell me, my child, who 
made thee?" 

Now Pearl knew well enough who made 
her; for Hester Prynne, the daughter of a 
pious home, very soon after her talk with 
the child about her Heavenly Father, had 
begun to inform her of those truths which 
the human spirit, at whatever stage of 
immaturity, imbibes v/ith such eager interest. 
After putting her finger in her mouth, . . . 
the child finally announced that she had not 
been made at all, but had been plucked by her 
mother off the bush of wild roses that grew 
by the prison door. (pp. 1/|9-150) 

In nature, Pearl was unlike Hester. Pearl v/as appropriately 

described as an "elf-child" and "imp"; and, until her 

humanizing transformation v/hen her father. Reverend 

Dimmesdale, died after a public confession of his guilt 

and v/eakness and a public recognition of his daughter. 

Pearl's actions continually reflected Hester's sin. 

Obviously, Pearl v/as not symbolic of simplicity and 

modesty; her nature was complex and humility found no 

place in her character; but she was the cause of Hester's 

humility. 

An effort to suggest that Hawthorne used plant 

imagery as an integral element in settings, plots, themes, 

and character developments would be almost in vain if he 

had not identified contemptuous characteristics with weeds, 

poisonous herbs, and other evil plantlife. 
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Roger Chillingv/orth, in The Scarlet Letter, was 

continually identified with weeds and unidentified herbs. 

Hawthorne devoted one metaphoric passage to demonstrate 

Chillingworth's kinship to evil plantlife: 

So Roger Chillingworth—a deformed old 
figure, with a face that haunted men's 
memories longer than they liked—took 
leave of Hester Prynne, and went stooping 
away along the earth. He gathered here 
and there an herb, or grubbed up a root, 
and put it into the basket on his arm. 
His gray beard almost touched the ground 
as he crept onv/ard. Hester gazed after him 
a little while, looking v/ith a half-fantastic 
curiosity to see v/hether the tender grass of 
early spring v/ould not be blighted beneath 
him, and show the wavering track of his 
footsteps, sere and brown, across its 
cheerful verdure. She wondered v/hat sort 
of herbs they were, which the old man was 
so sedulous to gather. Would not the earth, 
quickened to an evil purpose by the sympathy 
of his eye, greet him with poisonous shrubs, 
of species hitherto unknown, that would 
start up under his fingers? Or might it 
suffice him that every v/holesome grov/th 
should be converted into something 
deleterious and malignant at his touch? 
Did the sun, which sone so brightly everyv/here 
else, really fall upon him? Or was there, as 
it rather seemed, a circle of ominous shadow 
moving along with his deformity, whichever 
v;ay he turned himself? And wither v/as he 
nov/ going? Would he not suddenly sink 
into the earth, leaving a barren and 
blasted spot, where, in due course of time, 
would be seen deadly night-shade, dogwood, 
henbane, and whatever else of vegetable 
wickedness the climate could produce, all 
flourishing with hideous luxuriance? Or 
v/ould he spread bat's wings and flee away, 
looking so much the uglier the higher he 
rose towards heaven? (pp. 187-188) 

One of the questions in Hester's mind as she watched 

the wicked physician stoop away was that if he were to be 
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swallowed by the earth, v/ould not deadly night-shade, 

dogwood, henbane, and other evil plants grow as symbolic 

reminders of his presence. Hawthorne chose well the 

night-shade, dogwood, and henbane as specific representatives 

of evil plantlife. According to plant lore gathered by 

John Gerard, the nightshade is a large weed with a black 

stalk, dark green leaves, and "overworn purple" flowers. 

The nightshade "causeth sleep, troubleth the mind, bringeth 

madnesse if a few of the berries be inwardly taken, but if 

moe (sic] be given they also kill and bring death." " It 

might be noted that the apple-peru, among the "unsightly 

vegetation" outside the prison, is a member of the nightshade 

family. The dogwood plant, though deceivingly beautiful, 

v/as thought to have magical powers by Indian tribes in 
27 

Eastern United States. '̂ Chillingv/orth, too, deceived the 

citizens, especially Dimmesdale, by his sophisticated 

knowledge; but he was, in fact, an evil person. Henbane, 

according to Gerard, is a black plant v/ith soft stalks 

and broad, soft, and woolly, jagged leaves, and yellowish-

white flowers which become hard knobby husks. Gerard 

warned that the "leaves, seed, and juice taken inwardly 

cause an unquiet sleepe like unto the sleepe of 

drunkennesse, which continueth long, and is deadly to 

the party."2^ 

As a final reinforcement of the weed-like evil of 

Chillingworth, Hawthorne used the term "weed" in a simile 
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describing Chillingworth v/hen he lost his victim Arthur 

Dimmesdale: "All his strength and energy—all his vital 

and intellectual force—seemed at once to desert him; 

insomuch that he positively withered up, shrivelled av/ay, 

and.almost vanished from mortal sight, like an uprooted 

weed that lies wilting in the sun" (p. 238). 

In three separate passages, Hawthorne used the weed 

to symbolize the character of Zenobia in The Blithedale 

Romance. Coverdale, the involved narrator of the story of 

Blithedale, often reflected on his first close observations 

of mysterious Zenobia, the wealthy female advocator of 

women's rights, who had given financial support to the 

experiment in communal living. When Coverdale had been 

ill shortly after his arrival at Blithedale, Zenobia had 

sat by his bed and had told him stories. 

Her poor little stories and tracts never 
half did justice to her intellect. It 
v/as only the lack of a fitter avenue that 
drove her to seek development in literature. 
She v/as made (among a thousand other things 
that she might have been) for a stump-
oratress. I recognized no severe culture 
in Zenobia; her mind was full of weeds." (p. k6k) 

Coverdale had gained strength enough by May-Day to venture 

outside and enjoy the merry-making of Zenobia and frail 

Priscilla. Their May-Day baskets were filled with lovely 

flowers growing wild in the fields and with the gathered 

flowers and leaves, Zenobia decorated Priscilla. Coverdale 

described the ceremony: 

Being done with a good deal of taste, it 
made her look more charming than I should 



29 
have thought possible . . . . Neverthe
less, among those fragrant blossoms, and 
conspicuously, too, had been stuck a weed 
of evil odor and ugly aspect, which, as 
soon as I detected it, destroyed the 
effect of all the rest. There was a 
gleam of latent mischief—not to call it 
deviltry—in Zenobia's eye, v/hich seemed 
to indicate a slightly malicious purpose 
in the arrangement, (p. k7Z) 

One of the most concise, yet revealing, analyses of 

Zenobia's character was made by Coverdale after he learned 

from old Moodie the possible origin of Zenobia's unnatural, 

unrefined behavior. Zenobia had been abandoned by her 

father (Fauntleroy, alias Moody) after her mother's 

death. She had been taken into her uncle's home, where she 

was indulged with material and cultural advantages; but. 

With no adequate control, on any hand, her 
character v/as left to shape itself. There 
was good in it, and evil. Passionate, 
self-v/illed, and imperious, she had a 
warm and generous nature; shov/ing the 
richness of the soil, however, chiefly by 
the weeds that flourished in it, and 
choked up the herbs of grace, (p. 550) 

Zenobia was a complex character as the description implies. 

Her ambivalent attitude toward life was unnatural; and, 

finally, the conflict between the "weeds" and the "herbs 

of grace" caused the personality which nourished each to 

despair of life. 

Zenobia was also characterized by the exotic flower 

she always wore in her hair. The exotic, hot-house flower 

ever adorning her queenly appearance symbolized Zenobia's 

unnatural view of life. Coverdalo once recalled 
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one of his first thoughts about Zenobia and the 

flov/ers she v/ore: 

In the height of my illness, as I well 
recollect, I went so far as to pronounce 
it [the flowerj preternatural. 

"Zenobia is an enchantress!" 
whispered I once to Hollingsworth. 
" . . . That flower in her hair is a 
talisman. If you were to snatch it 
away, she would vanish, or be transformed 
into something else. (p. /f65) 

Zenobia said of the flower she v/ore: "It is the one 

relic of my more brilliant, my happier days" (p. ^65). 

Zenobia's explanation may have been in reference to a 

surmise made by Coverdale and later substantiated by 

Westervelt that "Zenobia has lived and loved! There is no 

folded petal, no latent dev/-drop in this perfectly 

developed rose" (p. ̂ 66), Coverdale concluded his early 

impressions on the subject of Zenobia's flower by 

theorizing that "this favorite ornament was actually a 

subtile expression of Zenobia's character" (p. k63)• 

The key flaw in Zenobia's character was her unnatural 

approach to happiness. Zenobia financed the Blithedale 

project, although she was adverse to philanthropic gestures 

and was highly skeptical of the venture she supported. 

Although Zenobia wanted to be loved and needed for 

herself, she used unnatural tactics in seeking love. 

Zenobia had many opportunities for being compassionate 

and for sharing kindness with the other members of 

Blithedale; but, instead, she met tnose opportunities with 
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haughtiness and scorn and thus failed to communicate 

through her heart. Zenobia's unnatural approach to secure 

Hollingsworth's love and respect only encouraged his 

fanatical pursuit of his goal and caused him to need the 

natural simplicity in Priscilla. Westervelt, recognizing 

Zenobia's unnatural character as an asset and not a 

handicap, said after her death, "What an actress Zenobia 

might have been" (pp. 58O-58I). 

Unable to grasp reality, Zenobia was ultimately aware 

of her v/eakness. In serious mocking, she suggested to 

Coverdale, immediately prior to her suicide, that he write 

a ballad about her miserable plight and that the theme of 

the poem might be, "That the whole universe . . . make 

common cause against the v/oman who swerves one hair's-

breadth out of the beaten track. Yes; and add (for I may 

as well own it, now) that, with that one hair's-breadth, 

she goes all astray and never sees the v/orld in its true 

aspect afterwards" (p. 571). Zenobia, realistic for the 

first time since the story began, cast off her beautiful 

flower, her talisman, the symbol of the unnaturalness 

that had destroyed her. As Coverdale had predicted, with

out the talisman, Zenobia was transformed; and she did 

disappear. 

Hawthorne effectively used various other examples 

of plantlife to symbolize character. For instance, 

plantlife was engaged by Hawthorne to describe Pearl's 
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mysterious nature. Once Pearl pretended that the pine 

trees, "aged, black, and solemn, and flinging groans 

and other melancholy utterances," were Puritan elders 

and that the " . . . ugliest weeds of the garden were 

their children, whom Pearl smote down and uprooted, most 

unmercifully" (p. 140). The self-righteous Puritans had 

been the cause of Hester's perpetual anguish and of the 

inherited stigma on Pearl; and Pearl, with an instinctive 

wisdom of the injustices, symbolically annihilated the 

persecutors. Pearl enjoyed wild flowers and found strange 

pleasure in throwing them at the scarlet letter on her 

mother's bosom. Each time a v/ild flov/er hit its mark, a 

pain, like the hurt felt when Pearl would stare or point 

at the letter, would pierce Hester's heart; therefore, the 

wild flowers throv/n by Pearl and the unlearned attraction 

shown by Pearl to the scarlet letter were synonymous in 

Hester's mind. Hawthorne further described Pearl's 

affinity with plantlife when Hester and Pearl met 

Dimmesdale in the forest and Pearl was sent away to amuse 

herself: "The great black forest—stern as it showed 

itself to those who brought the guilt and troubles of the 

world into its bosom—became the playmate of the lonely 

infant, as well as it knew how. Sombre as it was, it 

put on the kindest of its moods to welcome her" (p. 205). 

The flowers whispered to Pearl, "'Adorn thyself v/ith 

me . . . ,'" and Pearl did adorn herself with violets, 

anemones, and columbines, (p. 206). 
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Phoebe, in The House of the Seven Gables, was 

identified v/ith many garden plants other than the rose 

already mentioned. "All her little womanly ways, 

budding out of her like blossoms on a young fruit-

tree . . . " (pp. 327-328) affected Clifford immeasurably, 

Hawthorne further stated that Phoebe provided Clifford 

. . . a supply of purer air. She 
impregnated it, too, not with a wild-
flower scent,—for v/ildness was no trait 
of hers,—but v/ith the perfume of garden-
roses, pinks, and other blossoms of much 
sweetness . . . . Such a flower was Phoebe 
in her relation with Clifford, and such the 
delight that he inhaled from her" (p. 329). 

Roses, as previously discussed, symbolize most good things; 

and pinks, according to legend, symbolize timidity, 

amiability, and welcomeness.^ The last two character

istics were undeniably present in Phoebe. 

Plants were used to indicate slight changes in 

Priscilla in The Blithedale Romance. Coverdale recalled. 

As I first sav/ her, she had reminded me 
of plants that one sometimes observes 
doing their best to vegetate among the 
bricks of an enclosed court, v/here there 
is scanty soil, and never any sunshine. 
At present, though v/ith no approach to 
bloom, there were indicationG that the 
girl had human blood in her veins, (p. ̂468) 

That impression had been formed in the winter when 

Priscilla first arrived at Blithedale. In the spring, 

Coverdale expressed another view: "' . . . She is the 

very picture of the New England sprinr:; subdued in tint, 

and rather cool, but with a capacity of sunshine . . . . 

The best type of her is one of thone anemonec^'" (p. 473). 
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Anemones are symbols of the tears of Venus for Adonis 

when he died, and therefore transmit a lovely, melancholy 

image well reflected by Priscilla. Priscilla soon lost 

her bloom and toward the end of Coverdale's story, she 
was described as a "poor, pale flower." 

Before his transformation, Donatello, in The Marble 

Faun, was identified with flowers. Hawthorne noted that 

he^was so much a child of nature that 

- . . • in order to bring himself closer to 
the genial earth, with which his kindred 
instincts linked him so strongly, he threw 
himself at full length on the turf, and 
pressed down his lips, kissing the violets 
and daisies, which kissed him back a^ain, 
though shyly, in their maiden fashion, (p. 632) 

Accordingly, the daisy is traditionally a symbol of 

gentleness and innocence, and the violet is a symbol of 

30 modesty and simplicity.^ Both flowers superbly reflect 

Donatello's character before his transformation. 

Hawthorne found plantlife, as thus represented, an 

excellent tool for delineating character. Characterization, 

enhanced by setting and mood, is a necessary element in 

a novel. The characters' problems and solutions to the 

problems become the plot, which, in turn, is the vehicle 

for the theme of a story. In most of the words examined 

in this study, Hawthorne utilized at least one of the 

characters in each story to reflect the theme; therefore, 

characterization v/ill again be considered in the chapter 

discussing plant imagery in Hav/thorne's themes. 
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CHAPTER IV 

USES OF PLANT IMAGERY IN PLOT DEVELOPMENT 

Plot in a novel is a planned series of interrelated 

incidents which progress through an interplay of one 

conflicting force upon another to a crisis or climax and 

31 denouement.^ A plot depends upon the actions of the 

characters. Hawthorne depended upon plantlife to develop 

his characters; and, therefore, through characterization, 

he indirectly used plantlife in his plots. However, in 

a few significant passages, plantlife was used directly 

to give emphasis to an action in an episode within the 

plot. 

In The Scarlet Letter, foreboding herbs caused 

Arthur Dimmesdale to face the reality in his future. In 

conversation with the listless, spiritually-sick Arthur 

Dimmesdale, Roger Chillingworth, Dimmesdale's constant 

companion and, in fact, enemy, unwittingly caused 

Dimmesdale to take actions v/hich, along with other inter

related incidents, brought the plot to a climax: 

One day, leaning his forehead on his 
hand, and his elbow on the sill of the open 
window, that looked towards the graveyard, 
he talked with Roger Chillinr.vorth, while the 
old man was examining a bundle of unsightly 
plants. 

"Where," asked he, with a look askance 
at them,—for it was the clergyman's 

35 
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peculiarity that he seldom, nowadays, 
looked straightforth at any object, 
whether human or inanimate,—"V/here, 
my kind doctor, did you gather those 
herbs, with such a dark, flabby leaf?" 

"Even in the graveyard here at hand," 
answered the physician continuing his 
employment. "They are new to me. I 
found them growing on a grave, which bore 
no tombstone, nor other memorial of the 
dead man, save these ugly weeds, that 
have taken upon themselves to keep him 
in remembrance. They grew out of his 
heart, and typify, it may be, some hideous 
secret that was buried with him, and which 
he had done better to confess during his 
lifetime." 

"Perchance," said Mr. Dimmesdale, "he 
earnestly desired it, but could not." 

"And wherefore?" rejoined the physician. 
"Wherefore not; since all the powers of 
nature call so earnestly for the confession 
of sin, that these black weeds have sprung 
up out of a buried heart, to make manifest 
an unspoken crime?" (p. l6l) 

The suggestion that ugly weeds grew from the heart 

of a dead man to symbolize an unconfessed sin caused 

Dimmesdale to wonder what evil herbs would grow from his 

grave because of the hidden secret of the sin he shared 

with Hester Prynne. As Dimmesdale was looking out the 

window, Hester and Pearl happened to walk by the grave in 

question; and, as if to expedite Dimmesdale's decision to 

confess his connection with Hester Prynne, Pearl, who 

had " . . . gathered the prickly burrs from a tall burdock 

plant which grew beside the tomb" and had "arranged them 

along the lines of the scarlet letter that decorated the 

maternal bosom," looked up to the window and "with a 

bright, but naughty smile of mirth and intelligence, she 

36 
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threw one of the prickly burrs at the Reverend Mr. 

Dimmesdale. The sensitive clergyman shrunk with nervous 

dread, from the light missile" (p. 163). Later, through 

reference to the leafy trees of the forest, the reader is 

told that Dimmesdale perceived his death. In a private 

meeting, Hester asked Dimmesdale, "'Is there not shade 

enough in all this boundless forest to hide thy heart 

from the gaze of Roger Chillingworth?'" Dimmesdale 

knowingly replied, "'Yes, Hester; but only under the 

fallen leaves'" (p. 201). 

In The House of the Seven Gables, plants were used 

in the story to complement Phoebe's presence at the 

Pyncheon estate. Phoebe, the redeeming element in the 

conflict between tv/o families, was also the hope and 

promise of happiness in the personal lives of Hepzibah, 

Clifford, and Holgrave. To achieve the same ending, 

Hawthorne could have introduced Phoebe much later in the 

plot; however, Phoebe's early presence—just in time to 

render moral support to the pathetic Hepzibah and to meet 

Clifford with a ray of cheer on his arrival—gives the 

reader early foresight into an eventual happy ending. 

Perhaps for the same reason, Hawthorne included a 

description of the garden area which Holgrave had made 

invitingly attractive. Because of this passage, which 

appears after a rather grim background of the Pyncheon 

family and after a mysterious, oppressive inane of the 
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Pyncheon house, the reader is comforted by the knowledge 

i that natural beauty and goodness could survive: 

The black, rich soil had fed itself 
with the decay of a long period of time; 
such as fallen leaves, the petals of 
flowers, and the stalks and seed-vessels 
of vagrant and lawless plants, more useful 
after their death than ever while flaunting 
in the sun. The evil of these departed 
years would naturally have sprung up again, 
in such rank weeds (symbolic of the trans
mitted vices of society) as are alv/ays 
prone to root themselves about human 
dwellings. Phoebe saw, however, that 
their growth must have been checked by a 
degree of careful labor, bestowed daily 
and systematically on the garden. The 
v/hite double rose-bush had evidently been 
propped up anew against the house since 
the commencement of the season; and a 
pear-tree and three damson-trees, which, 
except a row of currant-bushes, constituted 
the only varieties of fruit, bore marks of 
the recent amputation of several super
fluous of defective limbs. There were also 
a few species of antique and hereditary 
flowers, in no very flourishing condition, 
but scrupulously weeded; as if some person 
either out of love or curiosity, had been 
anxious to bring them to such perfection 
as they were capable of attaining. The 
remainder of the garden presented a well-
selected assortment of esculent vegetables, 
in a praisev/orthy state of advancement, (p. 295) 

As the story progressed, the garden was a frequent setting 

for many significant incidents relative to the happy 

ending. 

In the last passage of the novel, the Pyncheon Elm 

was used to assure the reader that not only did the story 

end happily, but good things would continue to happen 

because of the marriage of Phoebe and Holgrave, an 

occurrence which constituted the burial of a feud between 

IL 



39 
the Maule family and the Pyncheon family. Hawthorne 

wrote that "The Pyncheon Elm, . . . with what foliage 

the September gale had spared to it, whispered 

unintelligible prophecies" (p. 436). 

An excellent method of giving 61osely-knit unity to 

the plot is to directly relate an early incident to a 

final incident in the story as Hawthorne did in The 

Blithedale Romance. When Priscilla first arrived at 

Blithedale, she instinctively went to Zenobia. Coverdale 

described Priscilla's first appearance in the story: 

Her brown hair fell dov/n from beneath a 
hood, not in curls but with only a slight 
wave; her face was of a wan, almost sickly 
hue, betokening habitual seclusion from the 
sun and free atmosphere, like a flov/er-shrub 
that had done its best to blossom in too 
scanty light. 

As yet the girl had not stirred. She 
stood near the door, fixing a pair of large, 
brown, melancholy eyes upon Zenobia,—only 
upon Zenobia!—she evidently saw nothing 
else in the room save that bright, fair, 
rosy, beautiful woman. It was the strangest 
look I ever witnessed . . . . Once she 
seemed about to move forward and greet her, 
. . . but, finally, instead of doing so, 
she dropped down upon her knees, clasped 
her hands, and gazed piteously into 
Zenobia's face. (p. 454) 

The reader finds Priscilla in the same pose during her 

last meeting with Zenobia. In the heartfelt dialogue 

between the sisters, Zenobia made reference to all the 

intervening incidents between their first meeting and 
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their last meeting when Priscilla conceded to go with 

Hollingsworth. Priscilla 

. . . rose up, stood shivering like the birch-
leaves that trembled over her head, and then 
slowly tottered, rather than walked towards 
Zenobia. Arriving at her feet, she sank 
down there, in the very same attitude 
which she had assumed on their first 
meeting, in the kitchen of the old farm
house. Zenobia remembered it. 

"Ah, Priscilla!" said she shaking 
her head, "hov/ much is changed since 
then!" (p. 568) 

Flower imagery was used in The Marble Faun to carry 

the sub-plot love story of Hilda and Kenyon. Kenyon was 

in love with Hilda early in the story; but it was not 

until the end of the story that Hilda returned his 

affections. Hawthorne compared Hilda's unapproachable 

heart to flowers in winter. At the time the comparison 

was made, Kenyon and Hilda were together: 

It was as if they had been thrown together 
on a desert island. . • . 

In such circumstances, Hilda's gentle 
reserve must have been stronger than her 
kindly disposition permitted if the friend
ship between Kenyon and herself had not 
grown as warm as a maiden's friendship can 
ever be, without absolutely and avowedly 
blooming into love. On the sculptor's 
side, the amaranthine flower was already 
in full blow. But it is very beautiful, 
though the lover's heart may grow chill 
at the perception, to see how the snow 
will sometimes linger in a virgin's breast, 
even after the spring is well advanced. In 
such alpine soils, the summer will not be 
anticipated; we seek vainly for passionate 
flowers, and blossoms of fervid hue and 
spicy fragrance, finding only snow-drops 
and sunless violets, when it is almost the 
full season for the crimson rose. (p. 805) 
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During carnival time when Hilda threw the rosebuds 

to Kenyon, she sent a symbolic part of herself. The 

rosebud v/as sweet and fresh amid many wilted and much-

handled flowers that had been throv/n between merry lovers. 

Hawthorne puzzled over the ancient custom: 

Perhaps [the flowersj may symbolize, more 
aptly than was intended, the poor, battered, 
wilted hearts of those who fling them; 
hearts v/hich—mishap—have been passed from 
hand to hand along the muddy street-way of 
life, instead of being treasured in one 
faithful bosom. 

These venal and polluted flowers, 
therefore, and those deceptive bonbons, 
are types of the small reality that still 
subsists in the observation of the 
carnival, (pp. 843-844) 

The fresh rosebuds Hilda threv/ at Kenyon intimated that 

the season for the bloom of Hilda's pure love had arrived, 

and the flower belonged to Kenyon only. 

In the novel Septimius Felton, Hawthorne used plants 

as an integral part of the plot. Septimius Felton, obsessed 

v/ith a scheme for eternal life on earth, lacked one ingre

dient to a formula which, his deranged mind was certain, 

would endow the possessor everlasting life. The missing 

element was a rare, beautiful flowering herb known only 

by its Latin name Sanp:uinea sanfcuinissima. Septimius 

learned of three different legends about secrets to eter

nal youth that confirmed that the necessary flower grcv; 

only from the heart of an innocent dead person. Even 

though he received a subtle warning from Dr, Portsoaken, 

when Septimius saw the beautiful mysterious flower that 
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had grown from the grave of the charming English 

soldier whom he had killed, Septimius, encouraged by 

Sibyl Dacy, added the extract of the flower to the other 

ingredients. The potion v/as complete; but, instead of 

offering everlasting life to the taker, it brough instant 

death. Not long after the preparation of the potion was 

completed, Sibyl ended her life by drinking the concoction 

which she knew was deadly. To prevent Septimius, whom 

she loved, from drinking any of the mixture, she broke 

the container. Septimius, soon after Sibyl's death, 

conceded to the reality of life and became a part of the 

materialistic world he had hitherto avoided. 

The plot in the short story "Rappaccini's Daughter" 

is based on plantlife. Rappaccini, a mad scientist, had 

made his daughter Beatrice part of an experiment: to 

make her immune to the poisonous elements in life. 

Since birth, she had been confined to Rappaccini's house 

and garden. In the garden he had planted flowers and 

shrubs more poisonous than the la; --Tan could imagine. 

Rappaccini cared for the growth of the plants, but he 

" . . . avoided their actual touch or the direct inhaling 

of their odors with a caution that impressed Giovanni 

most disagreeably" (p. 1045). Beatrice, on the contrary, 

approached the most deadly of the plants with intimate 

passion. When Giovanni first saw Beatrice in the garden, 

he noted the kinship of Beatrice to the plants, 
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particularly one shrub which featured gorgeous purple 

blossoms. 

. . . the impression v/hich the fair 
stranger made upon him was as if here 
were another flower, the human sister 
of those vegetable ones, as beautiful 
as they, more beautiful than the richest 
of them, but still to be touched only 
with a glove, nor to be approached without 
a mask. As Beatrice came down the garden 
path, it was observable that she handled 
and inhaled the odor of several of the 
plants which her father had most 
sedulously avoided. 

Giovanni, at his lofty window, rubbed his 
eyes and almost doubted whether it were a 
girl tending her favorite flower, or one 
sister performing the duties of affection 
to another, (p. 1047) 

Giovanni later observed that Beatrice was dependent upon 

the toxic perfume of the plants. He overheard her speak 

to the purple-flowered shrub: 

"Give me thy breath, my sister," 
exclaimed Beatrice, "for I am faint v/ith 
common air. And give me this flower of 
thine, which I separate v/ith gentlest 
fingers from the stem and place it close 
beside my heart," (p. 1050) 

Beatrice had become as deadly as the plants . 

The plot in "Rappaccini's Daughter" is dependent 

upon plantlife. Beatrice's death and, thus, the malicious 

scientific victory of Professor Piotro Baglioni over 

Rappaccini resulted from her association v/ith the poisonour 

plants. Giovanni's self-centered personality was revealoi 

as a result of his proximity to tlî  plants and their 

human sister Beatrice. Exceptin,̂  two or th-oe scenes 
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not staged in or beside the garden, the setting for 

the entire plot was Rappaccini's garden; therefore, the 

plants were the basis for the story. 

Thus far, Hawthorne's use of plant imagery in 

setting, mood, characterization, and plot has been 

examined. All are essential elements in a novel or short 

story and all are dependent upon one another in the 

development of a good story; and from these interrelated 

elements evolves the author's purpose in v/riting—the 

theme. Hav/thorne also employed plantlife to emphasize 

and reflect his themes. 
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CHAPTER V 

USES OF PLANT IMAGERY IN THEME DEVELOPMENT 

Theme in fictional writing is an abstract message 

or lesson made concrete and vivid through characterization, 

plot, and image.^^ Most of Hawthorne's v/riting has a 

social or moralistic theme v/hich he felt compelled to 

relate to his readers. His themes are universal, and 

their relevance is timeless. In this study of selected 

fiction, it has been determined that Hawthorne depended 

upon plant imagery in reflecting and emphasizing his 

themes. 

Fanshawe, published in 1828, was Hawthorne's first 

effort to convey mature thought in a novel. Hawthorne 

modeled the romance on his recollections of his days at 

Bov/doin College; but, because the story was so steeped 

in melodrama, Fanshawe has never been considered a 

significant literary contribution. Fanshawe, the central 

character in the story, was devoted to the acquisition 

of superior knowledge and once "deemed himself unconnected 

with the v/orld, unconcerned in its feelings, and 

uninfluenced by it in any of his pursuits" (p. 14). After 

Fanshawe met Ellen Langton, however, " . . . he felt tho 
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first thrilling of one of the many ties, that . . 

unite us to our kind" (p. 14). Fanshawe saw a glimpse 

of the futility of his studious efforts and " . . . asked 

himself to what purpose v/as all this destructive labor, 

and where was the happiness of superior knowledge" (p. 13). 

Ellen was the redeeming opportunity in Fanshawe's life, 

but she was innocent of her powerful influence on him. 

Hawthorne explained that. 

Had the character of Ellen Langton's mind 
been different, there might, perhaps, have 
been danger to her from an intercourse of 
this nature with such a being as Fanshawe; 

- for he was distinguished by many of those 
asperities around which a woman's affection 

CAJ^ ' • will often cling. But she wan formed to 
walk in the calm and quiet paths of life, 

" and to pluck the flowers of happiness from 
the wayside where they grov.'. Singularity 

iv ̂  of character, therefore, v/as not calculated 
to win her love. She undoubtedly felt 
an interest in the solitary student, and 
perceiving, with no great exercise of 
vanity, that her society drev/ him from 
the destructive intensity of his studies, 
she perhaps felt it a duty to exert her 
influence. But it did not occur to her 
that her influence had been sufficiently 
strong to change the v/hole current of his 
thoughts and feelings, (p. I5) 

Hubert Hoeltje determined that in Fanshawe Hawthorne 

saw traits of three persons: Gorham Deane, a classmate 

at Bowdoin who involved himself so thoroughly in his 

studies and cared so littler for his physical well-being 

that he died two weeks before graduation; Nathaniel 

Mather, from whose tombstone inscription Hawthorne 

borrowed "The Ashes of a Hard Student and a Good 
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Hawthorne himself.-^^ 
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As intimated by the flower imagery in the description 

of Ellen's first influence of Fanshawe's life, fate played 

a role in bringing Fanshawe into the sphere of Ellen's 

radiance. Even though Ellen did not seek a relationship 

with Fanshawe, he was one of the flowers of happiness that 

Ellen happened to pluck; for, indeed, the reader is led to 

believe that Ellen would have found joy in uniting Fanshawe 

with the world in which she lived. Fanshawe refused 

Ellen's proposal to be his guide to happiness because 

his way of life had already taken root. Hawthorne fore

shadowed that conclusion in a poem which introduces 

Chapter IV in Fanshawe; 

"The seeds by nature planted 
Take a deep root in the soil, and though for a time 

r-i The trenchant share and tearing harrow may 
Sweep all appearance of them from the surface. 
Yet v/ith the first warm rains of spring they'll shoot. 
And with their rankness smother the good grain. 
Heaven grant, it mayn't be so with him." (p. ZZ) 

Again, plant imagery is utilized to enforce theme. 

Fanshawe's way of life was as firmly established as were the 

roots of the weeds in the poem. The weeds were not visible 

until the spring rains caused their appearance; and, likev/ise, 

the visible effects of Fanshawe's former way of life that 

had been vanished by Ellen's influence became evident after 

Fanshawe made the noble decision to prevent Ellen from 

becoming "a sacrifice to her own generosity" (p. 79) by 
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declining her offer to unite him to the rest of the 

v/orld. He returned to his life of uninterrupted laborious 

study. The last two lines of the poem have thematic 

relevance to the story. The good grain could symbolize 

Ellen and her way of life; and, therefore, the prayer in 

the last line would be ansv/ered because Fanshawe, symbolized 

by "the seeds by nature planted," did not smother Ellen's 

chance of a good life. 

Twenty-two years after' Hawthorne anonymously published 

Fanshawe, The Scarlet Letter v/as published, proudly bearing 

the author's name. Generally speaking. The Scarlet Letter 

treats the eternal question of evil and its consequences, 

a theme also explored in The Marble Faun. Specifically, 

The Scarlet Letter examines sin, punishment, and redemption. 

Hawthorne did not assume a divine right to judge and condemn 

or forgive; but he attempted to cause the reader to temper 

his human judgement through a knowledge of the characters 

involved: Hester Prynne, Arthur Dimmesdale, Pearl, Roger 

Chillingworth, and the society that self-righteously 

condemned Hester. 

Hester Prynne was the lawful v;ife of Roger 

Chilling'.vorth, a deformed man dedicated to the acquisition 

of scientific knowledge. Hester had no choice in the 

arranged marriage to Chillingworth, who was much older than 

she; and soon after the legal unity, because Chillingworth 

v/as continually away on scientific missions, Hester went 
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alone to Salem. When Chillingworth v/as introduced in 

the story, Hester was being tried for adultery by the New 

England Puritans of whom Hawthorne wrote: "They seemed to 

have flung av/ay all the golden grain of practical wisdom 

which they had enjoyed so many opportunities of harvesting, 

and most carefully to have stored their memories v/ith the 

husks" (p. 93). As the story of Hester Prynne begins, 

the reader is urged to take a wild rose from the bush by 

the prison door in the hope that it " . . . may serve . . . 

to symbolize some sweet moral blossom, that may be found 

along the track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale 

of human frailty and sorrow" (p. 113). The symbolic moral 

implications of the v/ild rose extend through Pearl " . . . 

whose innocent life had sprung by the inscrutable decree 

of Providence, a lovely and immortal flower, out of the 

rank luxuriance of a guilty passion" (p. 136). 

Most critics agree that the theme of The Scarlet 

Letter is the three-fold sequence of sin, punishment, and 

redemption. The sin occurred before the story began. 

Hester's punishment and redemption were paradoxically 

manifested in Pearl, as infered in Hester's speech to 

Governor Bellingham and Mr. Wilson. 

"God gave me the child!" cried she. 
"He gave her in requittal of all things 
else, which ye had taken from me. She is 
my happiness!—she is my torture, none the 
less! Pearl keeps me here in life! Poarl 

r punishes me too! See ye not, she is the 
'%,. '.'t a scarlet letter, only capable of being loved, 

" , and so endowed with a million-fold the power 
of retribution for my sin?" (p. 150) 
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Pearl, indeed, is the image of her parents' sin, and 

the continuation of the theme takes place through Pearl's 

actions. The reader is reminded of Pearl's thematic 

significance through plant imagery in a passage describing 

some of Pearl's strange activities: 

Her final employment was to gather 
sea-weed of various kinds, and make herself 
a scarf, or mantle, and a head-dress, and 
thus assume the aspect of a little mermaid. 
She inherited her mother's gift for devising 
drapery and costume. As the last touch to 
her mermaid's garb. Pearl took some eel-grass, 
and imitated, as best she could, on her ov/n 
bosom, the letter A,—but freshly green, 
instead of scarlet! Tho child bent her 
chin upon her breast and contemplated this 
device with strange interest; even as if the 
one only thing for which she had been sent 
into the world was to make out its hidden 
import, (p. 189) 

Hester asked Pearl if she knev/ the purport of the scarlet 

letter. Pearl replied, "'Truly do I! . . . It is for 

the same reason that the minister keeps his hand over 

his heart" (p. I90). 

Reverend Dimmesdale, to whom Pearl referred, punished 

himself by keeping hidden in his heart his guilt for the 

sin he shared with Hester. Roger Chillingworth's role in 

Dimmesdale's life was a ramification of Dimmesdale's self-

imposed punishment because, had Dimmesdale stood on the 

scaffold with Hester as the father of Pearl, Chillinr-orth 

would not have victimized him as he did. Dimmesdale's 

redemption was possible only through public confession of 

not only his sin of adultery, 'v;t also of nis weakness 
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which caused Hester to bear her shame alone. With 

Dimmesdale's confession, Chillingworth was deprived 

of his maniacal torture of Dimmesdale. Through plant 

imagery, Hawthorne described the deformed scientist: 

All his strength and energy—all his vital 
and intellectual force—seemed at once to 
desert him; insomuch that he positively 
withered up, shrivelled away, and almost 
vanished from mortal sight, like an uprooted 
weed that lies wilting in the sun. (p. 238) 

The most significant result of Dimmesdale's confession 

v/as tho transformation of Pearl. 

Pearl kissed his lips, A spell was 
broken. The great scene of grief in which 
the wild infant bore a part, had developed 
all her sympathies; and as her tears fell 
upon her father's cheek, they were the 
pledge that she would grow up amid human 
joy and sorrow, nor forever do battle with 
the world, but be a woman in it. Towards 
her mother, too. Pearl's errand as a 
messenger of anguish was all fulfilled, (p. 236) 

Pearl, thus humanized, disappeared from the Salem 

community, and speculation was that she held a prestigious 

position in another country. In the introduction to The 

Scarlet Letter, Hav/thorne wrote that just as crops should 

be rotated for a better harvest, so humans can find 

benefits in a change of locale. 

Human nature will not flourish, any more 
than a potato, if it be planted and replanted, 
for too long a series of generations, in the 
same worn-out soil. My children have had 
other birthplaces, and, so far as their 
fortunes may be within my control, shall 
strike their roots into unaccustomed 
earth, (p. 90) 
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Hawthorne suggested in the final passages of the 

story that Pearl benefited from change. Hester, however, 

had roots in the New England soil and spent the remainder 

of her life there as a counsellor to the many v/ho sought 

her advice. The sweet moral blossom symbolized by the 

wild rose was a "relief" at the close of the "tale of 

human frailty and sorrow." The ability of the penitent 

sinners to endure punishment and public acknowledgement 

of their guilt gave hope for redemption. 

A year after The Scarlet Letter appeared, Hawthorne's 

The House of the Seven Gables v/as published. The dominant 

theme in The House of the Seven Gables was the conflict 

of past and present—a theme found in various degrees in 

all of the novels considered in the study of Hawthorne's 

use of plant imagery. Through Phoebe, Hepzibsdi, Clifford, 

and Holgrave were able to transcend the haunting, bitter 

past to the hopeful present. 

The past was represented in plantlife in a number 

of passages in the novel. Delicate flowers referred to 

as Alice's Posies were mentioned throughout the novel as 

reminders of the past. The legend of the flowers was that 

Alice Pyncheon, Phoebe's great-great-grand aunt, had 

thrown the seeds from one of the gables of the house and 

they had grown out of the dust and decay of the Pyncheon 

grounds. Hawthorne emphasized the significance of the 

legendary flowers by noting that regardless of their 
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origin, " . . . it was both sad and sweet to observe 

how Nature adopted to herself this desolate, decaying, 

gusty, rusty old house of the Pyncheon family; and how the 

ever-returning summer did her best to gladden it with 

tender beauty, and grew melancholy in the effort" (p. 250). 

Holgrave had been embittered by the past when he 

came to live in one of the seven gables. He was determined 

to rectify injustices to his family, the Maules. One of 

his daily habits was to work in the Pyncheon garden which 

had, through the decades, lost its grandeur. Phoebe, on 

her arrival, noticed the garden that Holgrave had 

restored, and was especially enchanted by a white rose bush 

that had also been planted by Alice Pyncheon. From Phoebe's 

v/indow the rose bush "looked as if it had been brought 

from Eden that very summer" (p. 285)i but on closer 

inspection, she noticed that the blossoms had blight 

or mildew "at their hearts." Holgrave, a charming, amiable 

character, also had a blighted heart. 

Hawthorne acknov/ledged that the past, through 

memories, is an eradicable part of a person's life and 

that, in proper perspective, memories, especially the fond 

ones, are emotionally healthy. The past had dominated 

the thoughts and actions of Hepzibah, Clifford, and 

Holgrave. Hawthorne employed plant imagery to symbolize 

the transition of their thoughts from past to present. 

Soon after Clifford's arrival at the Pynchem estate. 
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Phoebe, with a vase of freshly-cut flowers, approached 

him. She called attention to a small crimson rose and 

predicted that there would be only a few of the same 

that season. Clifford's reaction marked his first 

inclination to overcome the bitter depression that had 

been his companion for so many years: 

"Ah!—let me see!—let me hold 
it! cried the guest, eagerly seizing 
tho flower, which, by the spell peculiar 
to remembered odors, brought innumerable 
associations with the fragrance that it 
exhaled. "Thank you! This has done me 
good. I remember how I used to prize this 
flower,—long ago, I suppose, very long 
ago!—or v/as it only yesterday? It makes 
me feel young again! Am I young? Either 
this remembrance is singularly distinct, 
or this consciousness strangely dim! But 
how kind of the fair young girl! Thank you! 
Thank you!" (p. 309) 

l̂ ,jj,, Another instance when Hawthorne used flowers as a 

symbolic transition between past and present was when 

Hepzibah studied Clifford's ecstatic joy in watching the 

hummingbirds' attraction to a blossoming bean-vine that 

had direct relation to the past and present. " . . . It 

was a v/onderful coincidence, the good lady thought, that 

the artist should have planted these scarlet-flowering 

beans—which the humming-birds sought far and wide, and 

which had not grov/n in the Pyncheon garden before for 

forty years—on the very summer of Clifford's return" (p, 332). 

Holgrave had found the seeds in an old chest and had 

planted some of them to test " . . . whether there were 

still of living germ in such ancient seeds" (p. 331). 
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When Judge Pyncheon died, Clifford was completely 

released from the fears of the past, and because of 

Phoebe's prior influence, he was prepared to accept the 

present and face the future in joyful spirit. Flowers 

were used by Hawthorne to symbolize that climatic 

transition: 

One object, above all others, would 
take root in the imaginative observer's 
memory. It was the great tuft of flowers,— 
weeds, you would have called them, only a 
week ago,—the tuft of crimson-spotted 
flowers, in the angle between the two front 
gables. The old people used to give them 
the name of Alice's Posies, in remembrance 
of fair Alice Pyncheon, who was believed to 
have brought their seeds from Italy, They 
were flaunting in rich beauty and full 
bloom to-day, and seemed, as it were, a 
mystic expression that something within the 
house was consummated, (p. 415) 

Indeed, the past and present had been intermingled, and 

the past was nov/ represented by only the beautiful flowers 

planted almost tv/o centuries ago by the legendary Alice 

Pyncheon. The mystic change was observable in Clifford's 

outlook on life in the chapter entitled "The Flower of 

Eden." Clifford and Hepzibah had returned to the 

Pyncheon house from their impulsive flight from town after 

Judge Pyncheon's death in their house. When he saw 

Phoebe and Holgrave, Clifford implicitly noted: 

"It is our own little Phoebe!—Ah! 
^'•- and Holgrave with her," exclaimed he, with 

a glance of keen and delicate insight, and 
a smile, beautiful, kind, but melancholy. 
"I thought of you both, as we came dov/n the 
street, and beheld Alice's Posies in full 
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bloom. And so the flower of Eden has 
bloomed, likewise, in this old, darksome 
house to-day." (p. 429) 

In the introduction to The House of the Seven 

Gables, Hawthorne explained that the tale would begin in 

the present, but 

Still, there will be a connection with the 
long past—a reference to forgotten events 
and personages and to manners, feelings, 
and opinions, almost or v/holly obsolete— 
v/hich, if adequately translated to the 
reader, would serve to illustrate how much 
of old material goes to make.up the freshest 
novelty of human life. Hence, too, might 
be drawn a weighty lesson from the little-
regarded truth, that the act of the passing 
generation is the germ v/hich may and must 
produce good or evil fruit in a far-distant 
time; that together with the seed of the 
merely temporary crop, which mortals term 
expediency, they inevitably sow the acorns 
of a more enduring growth, which may darkly 
overshadow their posterity, (pp. 245-246) 

The past, personified by Hepzibah, engraved in Clifford, 

and inherent in Holgrave, did find its proper place in 

the lives of the characters in The House of the Seven 

Gables. 

The month follov/ing the publication of The House 

of the Seven Gables. Hawthorne turned to light subject 

matter and adapted Greek myths to a book for children 

which he entitled A Wonder-Book for Boys and Girls, 

However, a year later, in 1852, the publication of The 

Blithedale Romance gave evidence that Hawthorne again 

was motivated to write a novel examining a problem in 

human nature. 
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The Blithedale Romanrp> was based on Hawthorne's 

recollections of his experiences at Brook Farm, which 

had been established by a group of prominent transcen-

dentalists to provide the members, through communal living, 

the time and conducive environment for pursuing cultural 

interests. The theme of The Blithedale Romance is, in 

general terms, the quest for the knowledge of life which 

can be learned only through brotherly love. Joseph T. 

McCullen defined the knowledge examined in the novel 

as " . . . a synthesis of facts and sensitivity which 

brings understanding and^wisdom," He deduced that 

"Understanding achieved through this synthesis is adequate 

to one's physical, intellectual, and spiritual needs."-̂ ^ 

Flov/er imagery v/as used extensively by Hawthorne 

to reflect character in The Blithedale Romance, but also 

to emphasize theme. Zenobia, who was characterized by an 

exotic flov/er, was the most complex character in the novel 

and her role most urgently gave substance to the problem 

of knowledge as interpreted by Hawthorne. Zenobia was as 

artificial in her way of living in society as was the 

flower which she wore and which Coverdale interpreted as 

her talisman. Because of a past to which Hawthorne made 

only scanty reference, Zenobia was disillusioned with 

mankind and with God and she could not, because of her 

unnatural tactics, gain entrance into the realm of human 

compassion. Before she died, Zenobia, exhibiting her 



r̂  ii.i.'. II 'iwii^a^ia-^JBBBWBBftfe^ < 

38 
characteristic scorn, asked Coverdale to give Priscilla 

the exotic flower from her hair. 

• . . she took the jewelled flower out 
of her hair; and it struck me as the act 
of a queen, when worsted in combat, dis
crowning herself, as if she found a sort 
of relief in abasing all her pride. 

"Bid her wear this for Zenobia's 
sake," she continued. "She is a pretty 
little creature, and v/ill make as soft 
and gentle a v/ife as the veriest Bluebeard 
could desire. Pity that she must fade so 
soon! These delicate and puny maidens 
always do. Ten years hence, let Hollings
worth look at my face and Priscilla's, and 
then choose betwixt them. Or, if he pleases, 
let him do it now." (p, 572) 

Zenobia possessed many enviable qualities which, had they 

been used in a positive manner, could have made her useful 

in society and, therefore, happy in life. Her artificial, 

negative use of her attributes made her useless to her 

closest associates and made life something from which 

she had to escape. Coverdale, in epilogue style, wrote 

of Zenobia: 

While Zenobia lived. Nature was proud of 
her, and directed all eyes upon that 
radiant presence, as her fairest handiwork. 
Zenobia perished. Will not Nature shed a 
tear? Ah, no!—she adopts the calamity at 
once into her system, and is just as well 
pleased, for aught we can see, with the 
tuft and ranker vegetation that grew out 
of Zenobia's heart, as with all the beauty 
which has bequeathed us no earthly repre
sentative except in this crop of weeds. 
It is because the spirit is inestimable 
that the lifeless body is so little 
valued, (p. 583) 

Hawthorne used plant imagery to reflect theme 

through other characters. Hollingsworth sacrificed all 
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human sympathies in pursuit of his philanthropic goal. 

Coverdale, wrought with his ov/n frustrations and also 

lacking in human compassion, said of the philanthropist: 

"Say that Hollingsworth's heart is on fire with his own 

purpose, but icy for all human affection; and that, if 

she [PriscillaJ has given him her love, it is like casting 

a flower into a sepulchre" (p. 498). Zenobia concisely 

described Hollingsworth's character in their final 

confrontation: "»Are you a man? No; but a monster! A cold, 

heartless, self-beginning and self-ending piece of 

mechanism'" (p. 567). 

The Blithedale group failed in the communal living 

system which they had, in the beginning, hoped to extend 

to all of society. Coverdale realized the failure early 

in his residence at Blithedale: " . . . to own the truth, 

I very soon became sensible that,.as regarded society at 

large, we stood in a position of new hostility, rather 

than new brotherhood" (p. 450). Zenobia, Coverdale, and 

Hollingsv/orth had no accurate self-av/areness and, therefore, 

could not relate with compassionate underst£mding to each 

other. Priscilla, on the other hand, v/as the antithesis 

of all the other characters. Through the contrast, 

Hawthorne reflected the theme. Though her world was not 

l̂ appy, Priscilla did possess human sympathy and was 

capable of faith and love. Priscilla's self-knowledge 

was the key to the wisdom Hawthorne wished to illustrate 
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in The Blithedale Romance. Priscilla's awareness of 

her role in the lives of others was demonstrated in a 

dialogue with Coverdale: 

"Priscilla," I inquired, lowering my 
voice, "when do you go back to Blithedale?" 

"Whenever they please to take me," 
said she. 

"Did you come away of your own free 
will?" I asked. 

"I am blown about like a leaf," she 
replied. "I never have any free will." (p. 540) 

Desiring the solitude for writing that he could not 

have in America, Hawthorne moved with his family to Italy, 

where he could enjoy the romance and history of the ancient 

marvels of that country and where he would seldom be 

bothered by visitors. While in Italy, Hawthorne drew 

upon his impressions of Rome and Florence and v/rote The 

Marble Faun, published in 1859. In that novel, his great 

love and appreciation of the cultural advantages in the 

time-marked cities and villages was evident. He felt 

free to interpret the setting instead of bound in 

catering to the American insistence on veritable descrip

tions of areas they knew. Italy, also, was an ideal 

general setting for the exposition of the theme in The 

Marble Faun, which concerned the role of sin in man's 

moral and intellectual development. Rose Hawthorne, in 

Memories of Hawthorne, wrote that "Rome supplies the most 

telling evidence of human failure, because she is the 

theatre of the greatest human effort, both in the ranks 

of Satan and of God."-̂ ^ 
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Plant imagery was used abundantly in the allegory 

of the transformation of the "Faun of Praxiteles." To 

illustrate the theme, Hawthorne employed plant imagery in 

several significant passages. Before Donatello pushed 

Miriam's model from the precipice, a murderous act 

sanctioned through Miriam's eyes and witnessed by Hilda, 

the narrative served primarily to introduce the characters, 

describe the Italian setting, and explain the legend of 

the Faun. One day when Kenyon was visiting the estate of 

Monte Beni, he and his host Donatello noticed a small 

shrub that was grov/ing from stone pavement. Kenyon 

marveled at is growth without soil and Donatello explained 

that it had always been there since he could remember and 

that it had never changed. 

"I wonder if the shrub teaches you 
any good lesson," said he [Donatello] 
Observing the interest with which Kenyon 
examined it. "If the wide valley has a 
great meaning, the plant ought to have at 
least a little one; and it has been growing 

• ^̂  on our tower long enough to have learned 
how to speak it." 

"Oh, certainly!" answered the 
sculptor; "the shrub has its moral, or it 
would have perished long ago. And, no 
doubt, it is for your use and edification, 
since you have had it before your eyes all 
your lifetime, and now are moved to ask 
what may be its lesson." 

"It teaches me nothing," said the 
simple Donatello, stooping over the plant, 
and perplexing himself with a minute scrutiny. 
"But here was a v/orm that would have killed 
it; an ugly creature, which I will fling 
over the battlements." (p. 739) 

Donatello was in a state of limbo at this time in the 

story. He had sinned, and was urgently trying to understan; 
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the purport of the changes in his inner self and in his 

role in life. The scene v/ith the shrub v/as a symbolic 

reenactment of the crime that had commenced the transfor

mation. The shrub was symbolic of Miriam, whose roots 

were also a mystery; and the worm was the model, who posed 

such a threat to Miriam's sanity and caused her to 

consider suicide as a means of escape from the dark figure. 

Donatello removed the danger to the shrub in the same 

manner that he had removed the danger, to Miriam. 

Donatello's sin had transformed the previously 

innocent, free spirit, unentangled with human problems, 

into a sensitive, mature person constrained by the mores 

of society. " . . . Instead of the wild boy, the thing 

of sportive, animal nature, the sylvan Faun, here was now 

the man of feeling and intelligence" (p. 775). Hawthorne 

symbolized the transforming effect of sin in a passage 

describing the transforming effect of a grape-vine on a 

tree. 
Nothing can be more picturesque than an 
old grape-vine, with almost a trunk of 
its ov/n, clinging fast around its 
supporting tree. Nor does the picture 
lack its moral. You might twist it to 
more than one grave purpose, as you saw 
hov/ the knotted, serpentine growth 
imprisoned within its strong embrace the 
friend that had supported its tender 
infancy; and how (as seemingly flexible 
natures are prone to do) ±t converted the 
sturdier tree entirely to its ov;n selfish 
ends, extending its innumerable arms on 
every bough, and permitting hardly a leaf 
to sprout except its own. It occurred to 
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his native land, might here have seen 
an emblem of the remorseless gripe, which 
the habit of vinous enjoyment lays upon 
its victim, possessing him v;holly, and 
letting him live no life but such as it 
bestows, (pp. 758-759) 

Just as the tree was completely changed by the vine, so 

was Donatello changed by his sin; and Hawthorne left no 

room for doubt that the change gave more depth and 

attractiveness to each. 

In the introduction to The Marble Faun, Hawthorne 

symbolized the theme in plant imagery: "Romance and 

poetry, ivy, lichens, and wall-flowers, need ruin to make 

them grov/" (p. 590). Kenyon applied the same theory to 

the change in Donatello: 

"Sin has educated Donatello, and elevated 
him. Is sin then—v/hich v/e deem such a 
dreadful blaclaiess to the universe—is it, 
like sorrow, merely an element of human 
education, through which we struggle to a 
higher and purer state than we should 
otherv/ise have attained? Did Adam fall 
that v/e might ultimately rise to a far 
loftier paradise than his?" (p. 854) 

Miriam had earlier voiced the same idea: 

"Was the crime—in which ho and I were 
wedded—was it a blessing, in that strange 
disguise? Was it a means of education, 
bringing a simple and imperfect nature to 
a point of feeling and intelligence which 
it could have reached under no other 
discipline?" (p. 840) 

Hilda's intellectual growth was also related to 

the crime which she witnessed. :̂ ho expressed her deeper 

insight into the life outside her ivory tover vhen she 
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commented on the distorted bust of Donatello: "'It 

gives the impression of a growing intellectual power and 

moral sense . . . ; it is the Faun, but advancing towards 

a state of higher development'" (p. 809). 

Hawthorne evidently wished to illustrate the role of 

sin in man's intellectual and moral development. Even 

though the murder of the model v/as a sin against Nature, 

Hawthorne stressed, by use of plant imagery. Nature's 

forgiveness: 

• . . the patches of moss, the tufts of 
grass, the trailing maiden-hair, and all 
sorts of verdant weeds that thrive in the 
cracks and crevices of moist marble, tell 
us that Nature takes the fountain back 
into her great heart, and cherishes it 
as kindly as if it were a v/oodland 
spring, (p. 611) 

Septimius Felton was v/ritten in I86I and was 

published in 1871, after Hawthorne's death, by his 

daughter Una with editing assistance from Robert Browning. 

The one-level plot was simple, as was the theme of irony. 

Septimius Felton, a student of theology v/hen the story 

began, was frustrated v/ith the idea that death interrupts 

life before a goal can be reached and, therefore, before 

a person can contribute significantly to a better world. 

He fervently wished to live forever and expressed that 

desire to the unsympathetic ears of Rose Garfield and 

Robert Hagburn. Through plant imagery. Rose attempted 

to clarify her point of view toward the normal 70-year 

lifetime: "'Oh dear! think what a worn and ugly thing 
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one of these fresh little blades of grass would seem 

if it were not to fade and wither in its time, after 

being green in its time'" (p, 235). 

Septimius»s desire for eternal life on earth became 

his obsession, and thereby evolved the theme of irony. 

Septimius strongly believed that a normal lifetime was 

a waste. He rhetorically questioned: "'What mortal work 

has ever been done since the world began! Because we have 

no time'" (p. 238). His thoughts on the subject continued, 

"'Why should I die? I cannot die, if worthy to live'" 

(p. 240). Soon the obsession weeded out his interest 

in theology and his interest in all normal passions in 

life. 

IroniccLLly, in his desire to contribute to life, 

he killed two persons v/ith only slight pangs of conscience. 

He first killed a young English soldier who had challenged 

Septimius to the deadly dual; and he later killed his 

aunt while experimenting v/ith a potion for everlasting 

life. Hawthorne compared the idea of everlasting life 

to the dead soldier's contribution to the world. 

Had he been gifted with permanence on 
earth, there could not have been a more 
admirable creature than this young man; 
but as his fate had turned out, he was a 
mere grub, an illusion, something that 
nature had held out in mockery, and then 

'•:.:• v/ithdrawn. A weed might grow from his 
dust now; that little spot on the barren 
hill-top, where he had desired to be 
buried, would be greener for some yearn 
to come, and that was all the 
difference, (p. 260) 
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In the end, the soldier's contribution to the world 

had far surpassed the deeds of Septimius in value. 

Septimius's greatest contribution to the world would 

also be his death whereby his decaying body might also 

provide the nourishment for plantlife. 

"Rappaccini's Daughter" concerned the fall of man 

through his attempt to assume god-like knowledge. The 

plot was dependent upon poisonous flowers; and, therefore, 

plantlife was only indirectly associated with theme, 

Rappaccini, a scientist of great skill, had based 

his life's work on the paradoxical theory " , , , that all 

medicinal virtues are comprised v;ithin those substances 

which we term vegetable poisons" (p. 1048). The ambiguity 

in Rappaccini's intellectual labors was personified by 

the victim of his experimentation, his daughter Beatrice, 

who was at once beautiful and poisonous, innocent and 

knowledgeable, religious and yet the result of extreme 

impiety. 

Theme was Hawthorne's purpose in writing. His 

allegorical fiction contained social and moral themes 

that have universal relevance. Mainly through the force 

of his characters he illustrated his didactic messages. 

Plant imagery was used by Hawthorne in character 

development, as well as in setting, mood, and plot; and 

plant imagery was also a significant implement in 

symbolically reflecting theme. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Nathaniel Hawthorne once said that his study was 

man. Plant lorists and students of the many highly-

acclaimed writers who have employed plant imagery agree 

that many facets of man's complex nature can be identified 

with plants which symbolize human characteristics. In 

Folklore and Odysseys of Food and Medicinal Plants.^Lehner 

and Lehner explained that "Throughout human history, 

flowers, plants, trees, and herbs became so interwoven with 

man's daily life that they developed into symbols for his 

expressions and sentiments, passions and affections, fears 

and superstitions."-^ 

This study has presented Hawthorne's use of plant 

imagery in some of his best-knov/n fictional works: Fanshawe. 

The Scarlet Letter, The House of the Seven Gables, The 

Blithedale Romance. The Marble Faun, Septimius Felton. A 

Wonder Book, and "Rappaccini's Daughter." Hawthorne 

effectively employed plant imagery for symbolic purposes 

in setting, mood, characterization, plot, and theme. If 

it had not been possible to obtain a list of books that 

Hawthorne read to verify his kno-ledge of plant history, 
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one well-known line from The Scarlet Letter would 

suffice as proof that Hawthorne knowingly used plant 

imagery in his fiction. After Hawthorne briefly described 

the wild rose-bush outside the prison which had confined 

Hester Prynne, he figuratively plucked one of its blossoms 

to present to the reader. He explained, "It may serve, let 

us hope, to symbolize some sweet moral blossom, that may be 

found along the track, or relieve the darkening close of 

a tale of human frailty and sorrow" (p. 113). Thus, 

flowers, plants, trees, and herbs were interwoven into 

Hawthorne's fiction; they were symbols in his art. 
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