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ALTITUDE AS ATTITUDE
IN TWO NOVELS OF HAWTHORNE

Tha-great fiction writer of the American Renaissance,
Nathaniel Hawthorne, has been studied and restudied in many
different aspects. Both his art and his ideas have been dealt
with by countless scholars. One aspect of his art, however,
which hgs had little treatment, is the vertical strata in which
he places many of his characters. For example, Hawthorne uses

Donatello's tower in The Marble Faun to comment in several ways

on this young man's ability or inability to adapt to life as
his fellow mortals do. The same can be said of Coverdale's her-

mitage in the pine tree in The Blithedale Romance, Clifford's

seat by the arched upper window of The House of The Seven Gables,

and Dimmesdale's raised pulpit in The Scarlet Letter, On the
opposite end of the spectrum, Hawthorne employs images of depth
or low places., His implication seems to be that depth, like
height, can symbolize abnormality in the characters involved=-
for example, in the evil monk who rises out of the catacombs of

Rome in The Marble Faun, and in Roger Chillingworth of The Scar=

let Letter as he stands in the dust and dirt of the marketplace,

stooping slightly from a deformity.



This study will examine the artistic use of elevation as a
significant and symbolic factor in two Hawthorne novels, The

Scarlet Letter and The Marble Faun. His short sketch, "Sights

From A Steeple," also shows us the author's unusual fascination
with the subject of elevation or altitude. Although many of his
other writings also foreshadow his treatment of this subject in
the two novels, this early sketch (1831) is in some ways more

prophetic than the rest.

I

The narrator of "Sights From A Steeple" has climbed to the
top of a village church, to the level of its steeple, to contem-
plate various scenes from that altitude: "In three parts of the
visible circle, whose center is this spire, I discern cultivated
fields, villages, white country seats, the waving lines of riv-
ulets. + + « On the fourth side is the sea, stretching away to-
wards a viéwless boundary. . . » On the verge of the harbor,
formed by its extremity, is a town; and over it am I, a watchman,
all=-heeding and unheeded."1

The narrator's thoughts wander almost aimlessly throughout
the sketch, but some significant points can be made from what
he says. First of all, he is not sure that the climb is worth
the effort: "So! I have climbed high, and my reward is small.
Here I stand, with wearied knees, earth, indeed, at a dizzy
depth below, but heaven far, far beyond me still" (141)., Second-

ly, this conflict over the value of the climb is intimated in



this passage: '"The most desirable mode of existence might be
that of a spiritualized Paul Pry, hovering inviaible round man
and woman, witneasing their deeds . . . and retaining no emotion
peculiar to himself" (142). The implications are not only that
he might be a fool, but also that he pries into people's busi-
ness where he has no right to go, and perhaps even that he climbs
to a height where he has no right to be=-loocking down upon the
rest of humanity. The narrator's desire for a fresh perspective,
however, seems honest enough--even if it is only for the moment.
He is keenly aware of the folly of climbing too high above his
fellow mortals: "O that I could soar up into the very zenith,
where man never breathed , . + And yet I shiver at that cold

and solitary thought" (141),

The moment of truth for the narrator in this sketch comes
when the thunderstorm, which has been gathering through much of
the story, finally hits in full force: "I love not my station
here aloft, in the midst of the tumult which I am powerless to
direct or quell . o o I will descend" (147). The storm serves
to remind him of his own smallness, his own humanity--his sub-
ordinate place on the vertical scale--and thus prepares us for
the final scene of the sketch,

In this final scene, we see that a middle ground between
heaven and earth has served to give the narrator his most bene-
ficial and insightful vantage point. He seems to go through a
resolution of his own conflict over the value of the ¢climb, in

the last paragraph of the sketch: "Yet let me give another



glance to the sea + « . and let me look once more at the green
plain, « « + A little speck of azure has widéned in the western
heavens . « » and on yonder darkest cloud, borne like hallowed
hopea . . o brightens forth the rainbowi" (147). Since his last
look is one of hopefulness, the c¢limb has been worthwhile--
though ke had doubted at the very beginning that it could be.,
The risks and limitations of climbing too high have been duti-
fully expressed, but the value has more than offset them in the
end., The narrator has not allowed himself to become earth-bound
and thereby trapped by the shortsightedness of his fellows; nor
has he allowed himself to become estranged from them by flights
into fantasy, however tempting. His efforts to stay between the
low and the high extremes speaks for his struggle to maintain

an appropriate sense of reality.

11
This same concern with high and low extremes is marked in

.The Scarlet Letter. The extreme of the high is certainly seen

in the lofty stance of Governor Bellingham, Reverend Wilson,
and the rest of the town's Puritan leadership. Not only are
they seen literally above the crowd on balconies and pedestals;
their self-evaluation is also that of superiority. Added to
this group, not completely by his own choice but rather by his
own weakness and cowardice, is the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale.
He is the character who undoubtedly feels the tension between

heaven and earth more keenly and painfully than any other char-



acter in the novel.

The extreme of the low is seen most readily in the mass of
common humanity that gathers about the foot of the scaffold or
shares in the petty goasip of the dusty marketplace. Into this
mass enters the earth-bent Roger Chillingworth, a serpent-like
human who cannot see higher than his own perverted lust for re-
venge. It is fitting that he should first appear down at the
edge of the crowd,2 and that he should, likewise, make his last
retreat from the reader's vision sinking downward "like an up-
rooted weed that lies wilting in the sun" (260).

Surprisingly, the middle ground between the two extremes,
which might be called the too heavenly and the too earthly, is
found on the one most-shunned spot in all of the stage scenery
of this dramatic story--the scaffold of the pillory, the place
of confession and public punishment. This is Hester's familiar
territory. Of the three adult characters central to the story,
she is the one who survives the tragedy to face a long and fruit-
ful life. Her very survival seems to indicate the author's
acceptance of her middle-point stance. Her lover, Arthur Dimmes-
dale, is eventually brought down from his superior position and
his life is tragically ended; nevertheless, it is the scaffold
as a symbol of truthfulness that lets him win his salvation.

A more detailed examination of Hawthorne's own comments in

The Scarlet Letter will reveal how these three vertical positions

establish character attitudes in the novel. The superior posi-

tion is seen clearly in the scene of Hester's first ordeal of



public punishment, While the crowds are looking up at her, the
town leaders are looking down from a position high above the
entire scene: we are made to notice "the soclemn preasence of men
ne less dignified than the Governor, and several of his counsel-
lors, a judge, a general, and the ministers of the town; all of
whom sat or stood in a balcony of the meeting house, looking
down upon the platform" (56). As he ends a lengthy description
of this same balcony and its occupants, these superior and aus-
tere judges, Hawthorne turns with a tone of gentle sympathy
toward the unfortﬁnate Hester at this moment of her humiliation:
"They were, doubtless, good men, just, and sage. But, out of
the whole human family, it would not have been easy to select
the same number of wise and virtuous persons, who should less

be capable of sitting in judgment on an erring woman's heart,
and disentangling its mesh of good and evil, than the sages of
rigid aspect towards whom Hester Prynne now turned her face.

e ¢ o a8 sﬁe lifted her eyes towards the balcony, the unhappy
woman grew pale and trembled" (64-65),

The literal and figurative superiority of these "sages" is
stressed further in "The Governor's Hall." The "narrow tower"
on either side of Governor Bellingham's front door, the "lofty
hall,”" the "ponderous chairs," and the high window that looks
down upon the garden walk all connote an attitude that "looks
down upon'" the rest of humanity.

Although Dimmesdale's apartment, as seen in the chapter

"The Leech and His Patient," is up a stairway and above the level



of the street, his view out of the window is characteristically
different from that of the Governor's luxurious gardens. Dimmes-
dale's upstairs window overlooks a graveyard. This setting is
typical of the young minister's preoccupation with death and

8in, and though it does not have the overbearing aspect of Gov=
ernor Bellingham's position, it nonetheless puts him on an un-
healthy level above and out of reach of the rest of humanity.

As in the scepe at the pillory, the scene at Dimmesdale's
dwelling in "The Ieech and His Patient" affords the reader two
opposite viewpoints. First he is in the mind of the minister
as he looks down upon the graveyard and sees Hester and her
child approaching along the path (133). Then the reader is
taken into the mind of Hester as she "involuntarily looked up"
to see Dimmesdale standing in the window (134), The vertical
distance between their positions is subtly but unmistakeably
reinforced in the reader's mind in these scenes,

Dimmesdale, however, is not as high on the vertical scale
as he might be., He admires other ministers who have scaled the
heights, but knows he cannot join them: "Their voices came
down, afar and indistinctly, from the upper heights where they
habitually dwelt . . . To their high mountain-peaks of faith
and sanctity he would have climbed, had not the tendency been
thwarted by the burden . . . beneath which it was his doom to
totter. It kept him down, on a level with the lowest; him, the
man of ethereal attributes, whose voice the angels might else

have listened to and anawered! But this very burden it was,



that gave him sympathies so intimate with the sinful brotherhood
of mankind" (1%2). The point is made, when the author states
that "he stole softly down the staircase" on his way to the pil-
lory, that Dimmesdale is aware that his only salvation lies in

a descent to honesty and open confession (146).

The minister's upstairs room is not the only reminder of
his posiﬁion, for his pulpit likewise constantly serves to tor-
ture him with the idea of pseudo-superiority: "'And as for the
people's reverence, would that it were turned to scorn and hatred!
Canst thou deem it, Hester, a consolation, that I.must stand up
in my pulpit, and meet so many eyes turned upward to my face, as
if the light of heaven were beaming from it . .  and then look
inward, and discern the black reality of what they idolize?'"
(191).

In spite of Dimmesdale's awareness of what he should do, he
continues to follow the lofty path set out for him by his peers
and the townspeople. This serves to only increase the tension
within him. Twice, toward the end of the novel, the striking
contrast between his position and Hester's is poignantly brought
out:

While Hester stood in that magic circle of ignominy,
where the cunning cruelty of her sentence seemed to have
fixed her forever, the admirable preacher was looking
down from the sacred pulpit upon an audience, whose very
inmost spirits had yielded to his control. The sainted
minister in the church! The woman of the scarlet letter
in the marketplace! What imagination would have been



irreverent enough to surmise that the same scorching
stigma was on them both? (246-247)

Again, Hawthorne uses the device of altitude to reinforce the
distance between the proud preacher and the woman of sin. Per-
haps the best example of this device is found in the following
scene, where Dimmesdale has just completed his famed Election
Sermon:

He stood, at this moment, on the very proudest emi=-
nence of superiority, to which the gifts of intellect,
rich lore, prevailing eloquence, and a reputation of
whitest sanctity, could exalt a clergyman in New Eng-
land's earliest days, when the professional character
was of itself a lofty pedestal. Such was the position
which the minister occupied, as he bowed his head for-
ward on the cushions of the pulpit, at the close of his
Election Sermon. Meanwhile, Hester Prynne was standing
beside the scaffold of the pillory, with the scarlet
letter still burning on her breast! (249-250)

In contrast to Dimmesdale's situation, however, what we
might call "toco low" a viewpoint is also harmful. For example,
most of the women surrounding the door of the prison, waiting
for Hester to emerge, exhibit an earthy crudeness and lack of
sensitivity: Hawthorne describes "a hard-featured dame of fifty"
who sneeringly says to her friends, "'If the hussy stood up for
judgment before us five , , ., would she come off with such a
sentence as the worshipful magistrates have awarded?'" (51).

"A third autumnal matron" follows: "'At the very least, they
should have put the brand of a hot iron on Hester Prynne's fore-

head'" (51). and another: "iwhat do we talk of marks and brands,
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whether on the bodice of her gown, or the flesh of her forehead?!
cried another female, the ugliest as well as the most pitiless of
these self-constituted judges. 'This woman has brought shame up-
on us all, and ought to die'" (51). Perhaps their feelings of
social inferiority and their physical unattractiveness cause them
to resent having to "look up to" her at all, even in her status
as a convicted adulteress; they would rather see her dead and
forgotten,

The crowd which stands down in the dusty street of Boston,
witnessing Hester's humiliation, is comprised of many different
kinds of people: these angered and venomous women, schoolboys
out for a holiday making sport of the whole situation, curious
men, and, worst of all, the long-estranged husband of this now
infamous woman. As has been suggested, it is fitting that Roger
Chillingworth should emerge from the crowd of unsympathetic peo-
ple surrounding the pillory on that day.

It is.also characteristic that even at the beginning, Chil-
lingworth has a stooping, bent-down appearance, which becomes
more marked as the novel progresses; we read in this first scene
that he is "slightly deformed, with the left shoulder a trifle
higher than the right™ (58). This physical deformity seems an
appropriate symbol of his increasing baseness of character.
Throughout the story Hester gradually rises in human understand-
ing while Chillingworth sinks in the opposite direction: "She
had climbed her way [huring the seven years since her sentence] :

to a higher point. The old man, on the other hand, had brought
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himself nearer to her level, or perhaps below it, by the revenge
which he had stooped for" (167)., After these seven years of
vengeance he is described thus: "His gray beard almost touched
the ground, as he crept onward" (175).

The character of Chillingworth is presented as becoming
even infernal. When he eventually discovers beyond any of his
doubts that Dimmesdale is Hester's guilty lover, his response
is as foilows: "But with what a wild look of wonder, joy, and
horror! With what a ghastly rapture . . . Had a man seen old
Roger Chillingworth, at that moment of his ecstasy, he would
have had no need to ask how Satan comports himself, when a pre-
cious human soul is lost to heaven, and won into his kingdom"
(138), Toward the end of the story, when Chillingworth fears
he will lose his victim, Hawthorne repeats this satanic paral-
lel--this time using vertical terms appropriate to the scene:
"At this instant old Roger Chillingworth thrust himself through
the crowd,-- or, perhaps, so dark, disturbed, and evil was his
look, he rose up out of some nether region, -- to snatch back
his victim from what he sought to doi" (252). Hawthorne stresses
altitude for more than one purpose here. Chillingworth is first
seen coming through the crowd at the base level of society; but
more damning yet is the imaginative picture of his rising from
hell's regions beneath. His only desire is to prevent Dimmes-
dale from confessing his sin on the platform of the pillory--
thereby receiving salvation. 1In the context of Puritan theology,

this motive is the devil's work; it is certainly not coincident-
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al, then, that Chillingworth would almoat appear to be rising
cut of the lower regions of earth.

The vertical position which Hawthorne evidently identifies
most strongiy with is that of the "middle ground." In this par-
ticular novel, the platform of the pillory stands out as the one
central place where truth prevails. It is erected "beneath the
eaves'" of Beoston's church and is far below the elevated balcony
of the meeting house, yet it is several steps above the level
of the street. There is an interesting connotation of physical
and perhaps moral strength in Hawthorne's choice of words to
describe the actual height of the platform, “about the height
of a man's shoulders above the street" (56).

In this Puritan community the act of standing up to public
disgrace demands all of Hester's strength; hef ordeal is not
just difficult but excruciating. The reader's sympathy for
this woman is aroused in the opening scene at the pillory:

" . 4+ + under the leaden infliction which it was her doom to
endure, she felt, at moments, as if she must needs shriek out
with the full power of her lungs, and cast herself from the
scaffold down upon the ground, or else go mad at once" (57).
However, Hester is much better off than Dimmesdale in the long
view of things because she stands her ground in open honesty.

As the minister himself states in this very scene, in his staged
attempt to persuade her to reveal her lover's name: " , . .
believe me, Hester, though he  were to step down from a high

place, and stand there beside thee, on thy pedestal of shame,
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yet better were it so, than td hide a guilty heart through life"
(67).

If the scaffold stands out as a symbol of truthfulness,
part of the visual description indicates that its slight eleva-
tion is an essential elemenf in presenting that truth: " ., . .
the scaffold of the pillory was a point of view that revealed to
Hester Prynne the entire track along which she had been treading,
since her happy infancy. Standing on that miserable eminence,
she saw . . . " (58)., There follows a lengthy description of
all the things Hester "saw" from the vantage point of that ascaf-
fold; these include her past life as well as her present predic-
ament and reasons for her being there.,

The scaffold as "a point of view" is re-emphasized toward
the end of the story when Hester realizes more fully where these
years of honest suffering have brought her:

During all this time Hester stood, statue-like, at the
foot of the scaffold. If the minister's voice had not
kept her there, there would nevertheless have been an
inevitable magnetism in that spot, whence she dated
the first hour of her life of ignominy. There was a
sense within her,--too ill-defined to be made a thought,
but weighing heavily on her mind,--that her whole orb
of life, both before and after, was connected with this
spot, as with the one point that gave it unity. (244)

That unity has been due only to her standing firm atop that
vantage point and watching the entire parade of her life march
before her vision, as was expressed in the opening scene at the

pillory.
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While the scaffold is a relatively low spot on the scale,

it is also a "pedestal." Many references to this place of pun-

ishment, in The Scarlet lLetter, call it a "pedestal of shame"
(67, 69,_118). Like "miserable eminence" (58), this is a para-
dox; pedestals are ordinarily thought to mean places that hold
high for public view some saint or hero in the form of a statue.
Hester is raised high, not for honor or fame, but rather for
infamy., In fact, Chillingworth takes note of this paradox, in
words that present an interesting contrast of height$ and depths:
"tHester,' said he, 'I ask not wherefore, nor how, thou hast
fallen into the pit, or say rather, thou hast ascended to the
pedestal of infamy, on which I found thee'" (73-74). The scaf~-
fold's paradoxical significance is emphasized further in the
chapter entitled "The Minister's Vigil," While Dimmesdale must
come down his own stairs to go to the scaffold in hopes of achiev-
ing a moment's peace, he must also climb once he has arrived at
that significant spot. "The same platform or scaffold, black
and weather-stained with the storm or sunshine of seven long
years, and foot-worn, too, with the tread of many culprits who
had since ascended it, remained standing beneath the balcony of
the meeting-house. The minister went up the steps™ (147).

What of Dimmesdale and his tragic superiority? He recog-
nizes, too late to make the necessary adjustments to live happily
on this earth, that his only salvation will come from an open
confession of the truth; As is obvious by now, the one place

where he can achieve this sense of release through honesty is on
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the scaffold of the pillory. This is a difficult, indeed fatal,
decision for the famed minister to make. 1In the midst of the
crowd that has just applauded him after his greatest sermon, he
takes this painful action. For this he needs Hester's strength:
“"iCome, Hester, come|! Support me up yonder scaffoldl' . . &
They beheld the minister, leaning on Hester's shoulder and sup-
ported by her arm around him, approach the scaffold, and ascend
its steps" (253). This ascent, which Dimmesdale in his dying
words calls "triumphant ignominy," brings him successfully to
the necessary half-way point between opposite extremes. It is
the reconciliation of the conflict between high and low, the
resolution of the paradox, or to put it in Blakean terms, "the
marriage of heaven and hell." One cannot help but draw a paral-
lel, also, to Christ's being "lifted hp" in his moment of great-
est humiliation--suspended between heaven and earth, in order to
fulfill his commitment to truth.

Perhafs no further comment is necessary beyond the words of
.01ld Roger Chillingworth as he witnesses the confession of the
minister:

"Hadst thou sought the whole earth over," said he,

looking darkly at the clergyman, ﬁthere was no one place

80 secret,-- no high place nor lowly place, where thou

couldst have escaped me,-- save on this very scaffold("

(253)
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III
The device of altitude plays an important part again in

The Marble Faun, but a somewhat different one. This difference

from The Scarlet Letter lies mainly, I believe, in what the

author considers the midway point of resolution. Whereas the
level of greatest moral strength and spiritual harmony appears

to be the pillory in The Scarlet letter, it is the street level

in The Marble Faun. A8 we have seen, the extremes noted in the

former are upstairs balcony versus street level~=with the pil-
lory as mid-point§ the extremes noted in the latter are the
summits of mountains and towers versus deep underground caverns--
with the street as mid-point. As the novel progresses, more-
over, Hawthorne repeatedly calls our attention to where each of
the characters currently stands on this vertical scale, as even
a short selection of illustrations will show,

Hilda's literal and figurative elevation is established
very early in the story, beginning with a description of the
tower in which she lives: "At one of the angles of the battle-
ments stood a shrine of the Virgim, such as we see everywhere
at the street-corners of Rome, but seldom or never, except in
this solitary instance, at a height above the ordinary level of
men's views and aspirations."3 It is Hilda's particular respon-
sibility to trim the lamp at this shrine. "The confraternity
of artists called Hilda the Dove, and recognized her aerial
apartment as the Dovecote" (56)., Kenyon tells her, "'It soothes

me inexpressibly to think of you in your tower, with the white
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doves and white thoughts for your companions, so high above us
all'® (112). Again, he explains to Miriam: "'Hilda does not
dwell in our mortal atmosphere; and gentle and soft as she ap=-
pears, it will be as difficult to win her heart as to entice
down a white bird from its sunny freedom in the sky'" (121).

Hilda's relationship to Kenyon is described mainly in these
vertical terms, as the following scene illustrates:

Bidding the sculptor farewell, Hilda climbed her tower,
and came forth upon its summit to trim the Virgin's lamp.
+» + o Turning her eyes down into the dusky street which
she had just quitted, Hilda saw the sculptor still there,
and waved her hand to him.

"How sad and dim he looks, down there in that dreary
street!" she said to herself.

"How like a spirit she looks, aloft there, with the
evening glory round her head, and those winged creatures
claiming her as akin to themi"™ thought Kenyon, on his
part. "How far above me--how unattainable! Ah, if I
could. 1lift myself to her region! Or--if it be not sin
to wish it--would that I might draw her down to an earth-
ly fireside(" (372)

Despite his self-abasement toward her here, even Kenyon at
times appears to reflect a certain distaste toward such superi=-
ority as Hilda exhibits. He recognizes that it has '"unworldly
and impracticable" aspects, and gently but clearly points out
her cold intransigence towards the human failings of Donatello
and Miriam: "'I always felt you, my dear friend, a terribly
severe judge, and have been perplexed to conceive how such ten-

der sympathy could coexist with the remorselessness of a steel
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blade. You need no mercy, and therefore know not how to show
any*'" (384)., The last place we see Hilda in this atory is on
top of St. Peter's cathedral, in the "Postcript." She is stand-
ing with "the Author" and Kenyon, discussing from a position
"remote in the upper air . . . the secrets which it would be
perilous even to whisper on lower earth" (464). Her superiority,
her moral loftiness, gas been threatened by her witnessing the
murder; but finally it has survived intact throughout all the
events and struggles of the story. I am convinced, however,
after taking a view of the other characters, that the author
does not finally endorse this type of superiority.

Donatello, too, is associated with an upper, "airy region,"
but only at the very beginning of the story, before his emergence
into intelligent and sensible manhood. At this point he is 1lit-
tle more than a plaything for the amusement of his more intellec-
tual friends: "The resemblance between the marble Faun and their
living companion had made a deep, half-serious, half-mirthful
impression on these three friends, and had taken them into a
certain airy region, 1ifting up, as it is so pleasant to feel
them lifted, their heavy earthly feet from the actual soil of
life" (16). The imagery of elevation here is obviously intended
to symbolize escape.

Hawthorne depicts Donatello in several different scenes
gamboling merrily about as a creature of air. "The light foot
of Donatello" is seen springing up the stairway that leads to

Miriam's studio (39). Again in the Villa Borghese this airiness
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is described, as he awaits a meeting with Miriam: "He leapt up
to catch the overhanging bough of an ilex, and awinging himself
by it, alighted far onward, as if he had flown thither through
the air, . « « At last, deeming it full time for Miriam to keep
her tryst, he climbed to the tiptop of the tallest tree, and
thence looked about him, swaying to and fro in the gentle breeze,
which was like the respiration of that great leafy, living thing.
Donatello saw beneath him the whole circuit of the enchanted
ground" (74-75), Even in this early, carefree scene, however,
Donatello's incipient ties to earthly things contrast him with
Hilda, As he waits for Miriam, "in order to bring himself
¢loser 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 again, though shyly, in their maiden fash-
ion" (74). Donatello's airy vantage point thus has a more nat-
ural element than Hilda's tower shrine--it keeps him closer to
-the earth, figuratively as well as literally. Miriam's appraisal
of his position is interestingly worded, after Donatello drops
out of the tree to suddenly appear at her side: "'I hardly
know,' said she, smiling, 'whether you have sprouted out of the
earth, or fallen from the clouds'" (76),

The young "faun" does not remain this dancing symbol of
airiness for long, moreover. After the murder of the Capuchin
monk, Donatello's feelings regarding height undergo a drastic

change, The very tower in which he apent so many happy hours



