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Literary Portraits of Native Americans: Connecting Identity with Environment in Novels 
by Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick  
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As the republic of the United States was forming, the early Americans crafted a narrative 
in order to create a distinctly American identity. One way that early white American 
authors achieved this was through Othering Native Americans. My research is based 
around three novels that present a portrait of the Native as the cultural Other: Edgar 
Huntly: Memoirs of a Sleepwalker by Charles Brockden Brown, The Last of the 
Mohicans by James Fenimore Cooper, and Hope Leslie by Catherine Maria Sedgwick. 
Each of these authors focuses on interactions with the environment, rather than ethnicity, 
in their formation of the Other.  Brown presents the Native as savage while Cooper 
portrays the Native as the idealized and equally unrealistic romantic hero of the 
wilderness. However, Sedgwick provides a more nuanced and complicated portrait of the 
Native within the wilderness, contradicting the assertions presented in Edgar Huntly and 
The Last of the Mohicans.  
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 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Understanding the Concept of Othering from an Environmental Perspective 
 
 

One prominent theme in early American literature is the cross-cultural 

relationship between Native Americans and the comparatively newly arrived European 

colonists. White authors were the most widely read voices in works encompassing this 

theme. Therefore, the Native was largely defined and commonly accepted as the “cultural 

Other” in these literary works because of the limited experiences of the white authors. 

Nonetheless, there is a need for the redefinition of this “Otherness.” While racial 

identifiers are still necessary in order to differentiate characters in early American novels, 

differences in race are, quite literally, only skin deep in comparison to differences in how 

these characters interacted with the natural world, which is much more conclusive in 

establishing the characters’ identity. Therefore, “Othering,” as it pertains to Native and 

white characters in early American novels, should be primarily based on how the 

characters interact with their environment. This re-framing of the issue of Othering not 

only deemphasizes race but highlights the ability of the physical environment to inspire 

both fear and wonder in the lives of early American authors and readers. The primary 

works that will be explored are Charles Brockden Brown’s Edgar Huntly: Memoirs of a 

Sleepwalker, James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, and Catherine Maria 

Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie. Each of these novels defines and identifies the Natives 

primarily through their association with their physical environment. These novels also 

explicate the consequences of white men interacting within and interfering with the 

Natives’ environments, revealing the prevalence of the ever-encroaching wilderness on 
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the lives of all early Americans. Moreover, depictions of savagery are included in these 

particular works of early American literature not to cultivate racial prejudice but to serve 

as an example of what happens outside the confines of structured urban environments. 

Ultimately, each of these novels paints different portraits of the wilderness and Natives. 

More significantly, though, is that the Native characters are inextricably linked to the 

American environment within these novels, firmly rooting the characters’ fundamental 

identities in their interactions with the surrounding American wilderness in Brown, 

Cooper, and Sedgwick’s novels.  

 

Understanding “Othering” Within the Postcolonial Context 

 Understanding the general perspective and position of each of these authors 

within a larger context is necessary for this analysis.  Charles Brockden Brown, James 

Fenimore Cooper, and Catherine Maria Sedgwick each write compelling works about the 

postcolonial world of the Natives. These accounts include varied depictions of Native 

Americans. However, none of these authors themselves are Native Americans, and they 

are, therefore, not speaking directly from the postcolonial perspective. On the contrary, 

each of these authors writes about this minority culture in America from the perspective 

of the majority culture because they are all white and of European decent. Therefore, 

despite that they may write directly from the perspective of the Native, each of these 

authors is not actually able to truly give their readers the Native American’s perspective. 

Instead, it is necessary to read each of these novels understanding that, as a reader, more 

will be learned about the perspective and views of the majority culture than the minority 

culture itself despite the subject matter of the novels. In fact, in Gayatri Chakravorty 
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Spivak’s “A Critique of Postcolonial Reason,” Spivak defines the study of literature like 

Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick’s novels, as “the account of how one explanation and 

narrative of reality was established as the normative one” (2198).  In “Orientalism,” 

Edward Said further develops and explicates this concept when discussing how Flaubert 

depicts an Egyptian woman in his novel Salammbo. Said writes:  

There is very little consent to be found, for example, in the fact that 
Flaubert’s encounter with an Egyptian courtesan produced a widely 
influential model of the Oriental woman; she never spoke of herself, she 
never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He spoke for her and 
represented her. He was foreign, comparatively wealthy, male, and these 
were historical facts of domination that not only allowed him to possess 
Kuchuk Hanem physically but to speak for her and tell his readers she was 
“typically Oriental.” (1994) 
 

Said goes on to explain that this phenomenon is significant and the European discourse of 

the “Orient” cannot be dismissed as heresy and myths. Instead, the hegemonic study of 

Orientalism needs to be seriously dealt with because it has brought forth a body of ideas 

and customs in which many people have invested. Said argues too that not only do 

Europeans support this cultural hegemony but non-European people give their consent in 

allowing Western thought and culture to define itself as superior to its Oriental 

counterparts (1995). Although Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick are not writing about the 

specific Orient that Said is referring to, the ways that they are writing about the Native 

are comparable to Flaubert writing about Kuchuk Hanem. And even though Cooper and 

Sedgwick provide positive depictions of the Native, they still undeniably mold their 

Native characters as the cultural Other due to their perspectives. Indeed, Said predicts 

that this must undeniably occur when one culture is dominating another by rendering 

them voiceless through a portrayal that the minority culture itself is not actively 

contributing. 
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 Furthermore, in these works of literature, this Othering of Natives has significant 

impacts not only in establishing the cultural “superiority” of the European colonists but 

also on the overall narrative that is being distinctly formed to establish American identity. 

By Othering the Natives in early American literary works, authors were able to establish 

what it meant to be American. In “Encountering the ‘Other’: American Intellectuals and 

Indians,” Eve Kornfeld fully supports this assertion by arguing that the establishment of a 

cultural Other is “a crucial element in the construction of identities and in the constitution 

of social power through knowledge” (288). Kornfeld’s concepts are especially pertinent 

because they are applicable to how Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick write about Natives. 

Although she writes directly about the Othering of Native Americans by early white 

American intellectuals such as Brown, her theories remain accurate when analyzing Early 

American Republic authors, such as Cooper and Sedgwick too. One of Kornfield’s 

primary assertions is that the Native served as the ideal Other for Early European 

colonists because the Native seemed “terrible and inferior but also alluring” and their 

concept of the Native “attracts as well as repels; it is dangerous precisely because of its 

duality” (289). Therefore, in order to define a people group as the cultural Other, 

according to Kornfeld, it is important that this “Other” is able to satisfy the two extremes 

of human emotion: infatuation and fear. The term infatuation rather than love is 

appropriate because one person must know another in order to love them. However, the 

admiration that colonists exhibit for Natives is distant and therefore cannot be defined as 

love. Both Sedgwick and Cooper celebrate and emphasize the nobility of the Natives in 

their works. Nonetheless, they keep the Native as the cultural Other by emphasizing how 

their ways can never fully be understood by the white man. On the opposite scale of the 
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human experience, Brown inspires fear in the hearts of his readers by depicting the 

Natives as terrific and bloodthirsty savages. Therefore, this duality of Othering is clearly 

evident in Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick’s novels. 

 Ultimately, however, the purpose of examining Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick’s 

novels is not to establish their validity as speakers for the Native. Instead, it is to better 

understand this narrative of American identity and how the early Americans primarily 

defined themselves. As Said expresses about literature in which a majority culture is 

writing about the minority culture, “the things to look at are style, figures of speech, 

setting, narrative devices, historical and social circumstances, not the corrections of the 

representation [of the cultural Other] nor its fidelity to some great original” (2007). This 

is not to say that people should not be concerned about how minority and even majority 

cultures are depicted in literary works. On the contrary, these depictions are extremely 

important within the larger social and cultural context. Nonetheless, the main goals in 

analyzing literature pertaining to postcolonial people groups specifically within this study 

is to better understand the early American mindset, and this mindset must be accepted as 

flawed and sometimes rash in its generalizations of certain people groups, especially 

Native Americans, because all perspectives are limited by the ethnic and cultural identity 

of its authors. Instead, the primary lesson that is learned upon analysis of these novels are 

not the distinctions that the authors make about the varying races present in the New 

England colonies. Othering occurs within the pages of Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick’s 

works, rather, to show that the physical landscape itself is what separated people from 

one another at the commencement of the American narrative.  
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Nature in the New World 

 Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick come to different conclusions about the wilderness 

and what man’s relationship to the wilderness should be in their novels, and these 

conclusions determine how each of the authors present the Native American within their 

novels. Ralph Waldo Emerson defines nature as “essences unchanged by man; space, the 

air, the river, the leaf” and he describes man’s will shaping nature as “art….as in a house, 

canal, a statue, a picture” (4). This understanding of nature is a good foundation for how 

the term “nature” will be used throughout this analysis of Brown, Cooper, and 

Sedgwick’s works. Therefore, nature should generally be understood as that which stands 

apart from man but which man can shape. This study is, in essence, a study of how the 

characters in these three novels interact with and shape nature. Moreover, Leslie Fiedler, 

in Love and Death in the American Novel, theorizes untouched wilderness, the frontier, as 

it appeals to the American mindset under this larger umbrella of nature. Fiedler writes, 

“The American writer inhabits a country at once the dream of Europe and a fact of 

history; he lives on the last horizon of an endlessly retreating vision of innocence—on the 

‘frontier,’ which is to say, the margin where the theory of original goodness and the fact 

of original sin come face to face” (xxii). Therefore, nature serves as a metaphor 

something larger also in each of these novels. The frontier represents an unknown depth 

in the thoughts of the early American, a depth that symbolizes both the extent of man’s 

tendency towards goodness or evil outside of the confines of hundreds of years of societal 

stability and tradition represented by the institutions in place in Europe. However, the 

complication arises when the white characters within each of these novels realize that 

they are not the only agents shaping nature within this newfound American landscape. 
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 Each of these authors presents the scenario of white characters realizing that the 

Native characters have a connection with nature that precedes their own. This 

acknowledgement occurs in different ways in each of these novels and does not 

necessarily mean that the white characters are deferring the control of the environment to 

the Natives. On the contrary, the European colonists still tend to encounter the wilderness 

and use the land on their own terms despite their interactions with the Natives. In 

American Georgics, Timothy Sweet writes, “we might consider the fact that the raw 

wilderness that Europeans thought they saw in their first New World encounters had 

already been actively shaped by Native Americans” (4). As Sweet says, there was an 

existing myth that the American wilderness was pristine and untouched, present and 

expectant for the taking and use by the European colonists. Therefore, in order to remain 

in control of the American narrative, the colonists had to continue to claim the wilderness 

as their own once the myth had been debunked. Therefore, the Natives, in various ways 

themselves, became mythologized as a part of the American narrative. They too became 

extensions of nature that can be shaped and changed by the will of the white man.  

 

The American Narrative 

 Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick each contribute to the American narrative in 

significant ways, especially as far as the Native is concerned in each of their works. In 

Edgar Huntly, Brown presents the wilderness as a place of chaos and disorder. Sweet 

explains that Brown, through his writing of Edgar Huntly, critiques the early American 

man’s ability to interact with nature in a constructive and positive way. Instead, Brown 

sees a need for the control of a rational and sound governing class (118-119). This 
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understanding of the wilderness colors Brown’s presentation of the Native. The Native in 

Edgar Huntly, is an extension of the environment. Therefore, Brown adds this portrait of 

an inhuman and savage Native American, as will be discussed later in greater detail, into 

the larger American narrative because of his interpretation of the wilderness itself.  

 In opposition to this, Cooper presents a more romantic portrait of the Native as 

the noble savage. His understanding of nature as a place of refinement and innocence 

leads to him portraying the Native in a warmer and more admirable light. Sedgwick too 

presents nature as a place of spiritual rejuvenation, but her portrait of the Native is more 

complex than that of Cooper because of the complications added by her making the 

Native into a more emotionally, mentally, and spiritually developed character in her 

novel. However, the key is that each of these authors depicts the cultural Other based not 

on their skin color but on their understanding of the environment in order to reclaim the 

American narrative. Because each of these authors are the painters of the portraits of the 

cultural Other, there is an added significance to each of their works because it shows the 

early American need to control both their new environment and those who had for so 

long dwelt within and controlled this environment.  

 Understanding Othering from this environmental perspective is important because 

it shows the uncertainty that was inherent in the newly acquired American land by the 

European colonists. One of the main ways that people try to establish themselves is, as 

Emerson referenced, through the art that man creates from nature. Therefore, Cooper, 

Brown, and Sedgwick each contributed by the writing of each of their novels to the 

establishing of the normative identity in America. As each of these novels are explicated 

and analyzed, it will become clear that power lies not only in the possession of land but in 
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the ability to create meaning from the land and others’ interactions with it within the 

realm of literature.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

A Place of Savagism and Disorientation: The Wilderness in Edgar Huntly 
 
 

“Often have I brooded over my sorrows in the recesses of that cavern. This scene 

is adapted to my temper. Its mountainous asperities supply me with images of desolation 

and seclusion, and its headlong steams loll me into temporary forgetfulness of mankind” 

(Brown 84). This passage addresses a central theme in Charles Brockden Brown’s novel, 

Edgar Huntly: Memoirs of a Sleepwalker. The theme, interwoven throughout Edgar 

Huntly, is the disorienting power of the wilderness on the will of man. Brown explores 

this complex theme not only by submerging the central characters within the deepest 

recesses of the American wilderness, but also through the Native Americans, which 

appear sporadically throughout the text. Brown characterizes the Native as agents of 

chaos and disorder. However, the defining characteristic of the Natives is not their race, 

but their close interaction with and understanding of the wilderness that they inhabit. The 

dark force lurking beneath, slowly corrupting the characters within this epistolary gothic 

tale is the “savage” wilderness, challenging the legitimacy of the postcolonial desire to 

bring order into a land that has so long been “uncivilized.”  

 

Understanding Savagery in Edgar Huntly 

There are multiple ways that the term “savage” is understood and used in Edgar 

Huntly. However, Brown primarily uses the word “savage” to denote threatening and 

barbaric behavior, or, more specifically, behavior in men and animals that exemplifies 

that they are single-mindedly seeking the fulfillment of their desires at the expense of 
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others. “Savagism” is a very individualistic, dangerous concept in Edgar Huntly. One 

critic, Arthur Kimball, further clarifies this definition of savagery in Edgar Huntly by 

breaking down the term as it was understood in Brown’s time. Kimball writes, “There 

were ‘noble’ savages, and, as captivity narratives demonstrated, ignoble savages. 

Savagism could refer to man in a primitive unspoiled state, or to man at his wildest and 

most barbarous.” (219). This understanding of the binary nature and universality of the 

term “savage” is helpful because Brown himself begins by describing the wilderness as a 

primitive, unspoiled space, and the wilderness and the things within it slowly devolve to a 

barbaric state. When Edgar Huntly first follows Clithero into the forest, he describes the 

wilds of Norwalk that he encounters by observing that “a sort of sanctity and awe 

environed it, owing to the consciousness of absolute and utter loneliness. It was possible 

that human feet had never gained this recess, that human eyes had never been fixed on 

these gushing waters” (Brown 99). The wilderness is a place of innocence in the earlier 

scenes in the novel. However, this innocence diminishes and is replaced with a much 

darker view of the wilderness as the term, savage, is woven into the text.  

Brown first ascribes the term savage to animals, and it slowly progresses to 

encompass human beings, and then, the wilderness as a whole. Huntly refers to each of 

the fierce panthers that he must defend himself against on the side of the mountain and in 

the cave as “savage” (Brown 120, 159). Then, Huntly encounters Native Americans, and 

he consistently refers to the Natives as savages. When ruminating on his impressions of 

Native Americans, Edgar Huntly claims to have never seen or thought of the “image of a 

savage without shuddering” (166). These entities are savage in the barbaric rather than 

primitive and innocent sense because both the panthers and Natives threaten and frighten 
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Huntly, and he assumes that they intend him harm in order to satisfy their own 

bloodthirsty natures. Near the end of the novel, Clithero, the Irish immigrant, moves into 

the secluded hut of the lately departed and notorious Native American, Old Deb. Huntly 

bemoans the fact that Clithero has decided to live in such “an unsocial and savage state” 

(276). The use of savage here suggests that the wilderness itself is savage, and the 

primitive loneliness is no longer innocent and sacred but is, in actuality, destructive. This 

aligns with Kimball’s definition of savagism equaling barbarity rather than primitive 

innocence. And it is through this lens of savagery that we must first observe the behavior 

of the central characters before understanding where Brown stands in reference to the 

potency of the reasoning forces of European civilization.  

The savage behavior of the primary narrator and protagonist of Edgar Huntly, 

Edgar Huntly, gradually increases as the novel progresses.  The novel opens with Huntly 

trying to reasonably solve the mystery of who murdered his highly esteemed friend, 

Waldegrave. This noble quest leads him to follow his prime suspect, Clithero, through the 

wilds of Norwalk. Once Huntly hears Clithero’s story, however, his mission changes 

from solving a murder to rescuing Clithero from his suicidal plot to seclude himself in the 

wilderness. Nonetheless, Huntly gets lost into the very wilderness in which he is hoping 

to rescue Clithero. More specifically, Huntly is lost to the extent that he is completely 

unaware of his surroundings because he falls into the bottom of a pit in a cave while 

sleepwalking. Sydney Krause comments on the significance of submergence imagery in 

Edgar Huntly, focusing on this cave as a symbol of doom and moral decline (476). 

Additionally, John Cleman, writes about how the cave is Huntly’s introduction to 

barbarity, saying how it is Huntly’s “entrance into a world where one savage act 
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inescapably leads to others” (209). These interpretations illuminate the immorality that 

coincides with Huntly’s deference to his baser needs at this point in the novel. He 

embarks on a mad quest to save himself from his circumstances, and this leads him to 

forfeit all of the values that he would deem as making him worthy of saving as the 

darkness of the wilderness fully envelops him.  

 There is nothing to sustain Huntly at the bottom of the pit; he is submerged in a 

world of darkness. Huntly marks this time in the wilderness, which began in the cave by 

“famine, and blindness, and death, and savage enemies” (Brown 152). This deeply 

contrasts with his earlier view of the wilderness as a place of primitive innocence. Indeed, 

the first light that he witnesses in the cave is not from the sun but the eyes of one of the 

viscous panthers, which Huntly then proceeds to slaughter and devour raw. He 

barbarically consumes the “yet warm and reeking fibres of the brute” (160). Huntly 

realizes the abhorrence of this action, and he compares his consumption of the recently 

killed panther with the savage action of mothers who feast on their offspring when nature 

prevails them to do so (160). This moment in the narrative is Huntly’s turning point. 

Huntly now relies on his survival instincts when making decisions instead of his ability to 

reason or his moral code. The change in Huntly’s external environment signifies a drastic 

change in his internal world. Luke Gibbons comments on this phenomenon by perceiving 

that “the recourse of nature, however, absolves the colonist from responsibility for his 

actions, as the reduction of human conduct to its elementary conditions removes the 

controls of reason and civility” (35). Huntly continues to go through the motions of trying 

to decide if an action is reasonable or right before he performs it, but these attempts at 

logic and moral reasoning fail.  This is evident in his protestations of his “his aversion to 
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bloodshed was not to be subdued but by the direst necessity” (171).  Huntly believes that 

he will be able to logically reason when it is necessary for him to kill, but it is his 

impulses, and not his logic, that leads him to escalate from killing animals to killing men.  

At the crucial moments within the novel, Huntly’s survival instincts take over and 

cause him to commit unforgivable acts of barbarity, taking the lives of other human 

beings. When Huntly finally escapes from the cave, he comes across the Native 

American at a stream who had been keeping watch for his group in the cave. While 

observing the Native from a distance, Huntly decides against killing him. However, he 

ends up killing the Native without hesitation when he directly encounters him, claiming 

that it was necessary as an act of self-defense. This attempt to make his killing of the 

Native seem logical and right is faulty at best, considering that the Indian showed no 

signs that he was about to harm Huntly other than that he “walked with a quick pace” 

near where Huntly was hiding (Brown 171). Indeed, Huntly himself relates that with a 

weapon in his hand, his “muscles would have acted almost in defiance to my will” to kill 

the Indian (172). After the murder, Huntly professes remorse due to his “religious 

scruples.” However, he also admits that his feelings of remorse were quickly forgotten 

because satisfying his thirst at the stream became “a consideration by which all others 

were supplanted” (172). This shows that Huntly is no longer encumbered by the guilt that 

he would normally experience if he killed someone within the context of the “civilized” 

world. And Huntly’s qualms over taking human lives only lessen as the novel continues. 

He continues to kill Native Americans, murdering five people by the novel’s end. After 

killing three Natives at Old Deb’s hunt, Huntly describes the transition that he has 

undergone since his fall into the pit as “wild and inexplicable,” defined largely by 
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“delirium” (186). Separate from the constructs of society, Huntly digresses from being in 

a state of stability and logic to a state of erratic, emotional frenzy. Huntly is not the only 

character that loses himself within this narrative as he journeys into the wilderness; 

Clithero, likewise, suffers.  

In contrast to Huntly, Clithero had already attempted savage acts before entering 

the wilderness, and he sought the obscurity of the wilderness in order to leave his past 

behind. Clithero discloses the sordid tale of his past, in which he almost killed the people 

most important to him in a “moment of insanity” (80). His emotions trumped his sense of 

reason in this horrible moment, and he sentenced himself to wander from his native land 

to a place where he would no longer have to associate with those he had harmed (83). 

However, Clithero’s story catches up with him when Huntly interjects himself into his 

life, and he must again seek separation from others, only to a higher degree. Clithero goes 

to the wilds of Norwalk where he believes “his solitude to be unapproachable” (107). 

Nonetheless, Clithero does not find solace within the wilderness. Instead, a group of 

townspeople finds and rescues him after a deadly encounter with a Native American 

leaves him on the verge of death. Therefore, Clithero is only further disoriented after his 

time in the wilderness away from others, and he ends up attempting the life of his friend 

and benefactress, Mrs. Lorimer, once again. Clithero is trapped within this endless cycle 

in which these savage impulses control him. He is unable to attain the primitive 

innocence that he so desperately seeks. His experiences follow him even into the most 

obscure recesses of the wilderness, as he cannot resist using the information that Huntly 

brings him, that Mrs. Lorimer is still alive, to cause harm. The romantic ideal of noble 

savagery is an unattainable concept in Brown’s novel as evidenced by Clithero’s pursuit 
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of solace in the wilderness. Instead, Brown leads us to understand savagery as a concept 

associated solely with the darker impulses present within the heart of men. And this 

understanding is evident in the characterizations of the Natives throughout Edgar Huntly.  

 

The Native as Savage 

 The Natives are characterized throughout Edgar Huntly in primarily physical 

terms, making them extensions of the environment rather than individual characters. 

Huntly describes the first Natives that he comes across in the darkness of the cave as 

“four brawny and terrific figures” (Brown 165). This phrase lacks personality, 

intentionally dehumanizing the natives. Leslie Fiedler describes the Native in Edgar 

Huntly as an entity that “broods over the perils of Brown’s fictional world in an absolute 

dumbness that intensifies his terror. Brown’s aboriginal shadows do not even speak. They 

merely threaten by their very presence” (160).  The Natives are purely physical; there is 

nothing intelligent or spiritual about their “dumbness” as Fiedler describes it. And, as 

Fiedler points out, this is largely due to the Natives’ silence throughout Edgar Huntly. 

The Natives plunder, kidnap, kill, and are hunted and killed themselves. However, with 

the exception of Old Deb, they do not speak. They do not reason. There are savage. 

Huntly describes the Natives as “adepts in killing; with appetites that longed to feast upon 

my bowels and to quaff my heart’s-blood” (215). This portrayal depicts the Natives as 

beings that that kill for the sake of killing; their killings are impersonal because they do 

not voice why they are murdering people in the novel. The Natives do not give a verbal 

explanation for why they killed Huntly’s family and Waldergrave; moreover, there in no 

vocalization by the Natives for why they attempt to kill Clithero and Huntly. This 
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silencing conforms the majority of the Natives into perfect representations of the natural 

chaos that occurs within the savage wilderness, a chaos which pushes people away from 

reason and towards brutality. Old Deb is the only Indian who complicates this reading of 

the Native in Edgar Huntly, and this is largely due to her attempts to own the wilderness 

around her instead of letting it define her as it does her fellow Native Americans.  

 Old Deb, or Queen Mab as Huntly refers to her, challenges this concept of the 

Native as savage because she does not passively allow the wilderness to shape her. Old 

Deb lives away from her people so that she can retain ownership of the land. Deb 

believes that she is in charge of the region even though her people have had to relocate to 

another district because of English encroachment on the land; in fact, Deb only views the 

English as “aliens and sojourners” on her land who must adhere to her rule (Brown 199). 

Moreover, Deb not only has intentions and motives, but she also has a voice in the novel. 

Huntly describes scenes of Deb chatting with her dogs and speaking to people in Norwalk 

in her native tongue because she “disdained to speak English” (200). By choosing to 

speak her own language, Deb is asserting her identity in a world where Natives are 

unidentifiable from one another. Old Deb possesses a distinctiveness that differentiates 

her from the other Natives in the novel. However, in “Deb's Dogs: Animals, Indians, and 

Postcolonial Desire in Charles Brockden Brown's ‘Edgar Huntly,’” Janie Hinds questions 

the legitimacy of this distinctiveness because it is still Huntly who is telling Deb’s story 

instead of Deb herself. Hinds writes, “Deb’s territorialism, as a result, is merely the 

mirror image of English colonial land-grabbing” (335). This assertion redefines Deb from 

being a character in Edgar Huntly that opposes the overwhelming rule of the wilderness 

to a character whose identity is not her own, but merely a shallow imitation of that of her 
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European neighbors.’ Without this distinctiveness, Deb only uselessly struggles against 

the dehumanizing phenomenon that exists for Native characters within the wilderness of 

Edgar Huntly. Indeed, in the end, Deb does partially avenge the displacement of her 

people because her plotting results in a few of the colonists’ deaths, but she does not 

succeed in gaining a voice for herself or her people. Instead, she vanishes into obscurity, 

and Clithero even takes over her property before departing on his last mission for revenge 

in Edgar Huntly. The demise of Deb signifies that the stereotype of the brutal savage 

trumps the ideal of the Native as a freethinking individual just as the ideal of man being 

able to bring order to the chaos of the wilderness is debunked in Edgar Huntly.   

 

The Futility of Civilization: A Discussion of Ownership 

 The characters in Edgar Huntly attempt to make sense of the natural chaos 

surrounding them through ownership, and their inability to have some sort of material 

claim on the land is severely limiting.  Because Edgar Huntly and his beloved do not own 

land or have the means to purchase their own land, they are unable to get married, which 

is the very thing that they “rely for happiness” (Brown 148). The stability that a family 

and well-kept home offers is denied to those who are unable to create a home for 

themselves on their own land. In “Charles Brockden Brown's Revenge Tragedy: ‘Edgar 

Huntly’ and the Uses of Property,” Elizabeth Hinds writes about how Huntly Farm, 

where Edgar is currently living with his uncle and sisters, is the “central icon of secure 

private property and the kinship solidarity it fosters” (57). The death of Huntly’s uncle 

will result in Huntly and his sisters’ removal from their uncle’s land, and this will 

completely disorder their lives. Hinds comments that Huntly associates the ownership of 
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land with “the picturesque vision with which he can convert the wilderness into a plastic 

surface amendable to his control” (57). Therefore, ownership in Edgar Huntly is about 

this allusion that man can be in control of what happens to him if he owns a piece of the 

wilderness.  However, Brown leads us to the conclusion that this quest for ownership is 

futile because the wilderness ultimately controls man, rather than man being able to bring 

order to the wilderness.  

 The civilized spaces in Edgar Huntly are corrupted by the surrounding wilderness, 

unable to remain places of enlightened reason. Once he escapes from the cave, Huntly 

seeks respite in the first dwelling that he comes across, which happens to be, 

unbeknownst to him, Old Deb’s Hunt. Huntly describes the hut as “suited to the poverty 

and desolation which surrounded it” (Brown 176). However, he decides to stop to 

rejuvenate himself in this desolate but civilized space. Yet, this hut quickly turns from a 

place of rest to a place of bloodshed when the Indians from the cave approach. A 

squabble then occurs, which results in the deaths of the three Natives. Huntly is left at the 

scene, emotionally and physically overcome by what just happened; therefore, his 

companions do not even recognize him as being alive when they approach the hut so they 

leave him behind to fend for himself (184-188). This unfortunate series of events 

questions the legitimacy of civilized spaces because asylum is not afforded to Huntly in 

this home that he briefly claims as his own while Deb is absent. It may be unsurprising 

that Deb’s hut is unable to provide stability because it is set so far apart from the society 

of other homes in the heart of the wilderness. Moreover, this hut, which has been in 

Deb’s possession, could also be percieved as infected by the forces of savagery because 
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Deb herself, as a Native, serves as an envoy of the chaotic wilderness. Nonetheless, even 

a home that serves as a symbol of European civilization fails to provide moral order. 

 Huntly finally escapes the darkness of the wilderness, but it still infiltrates the 

early American civilization to which he seeks asylum. Upon returning to civilization, 

Huntly ends up in a home that is much more architecturally sophisticated than Deb’s hut. 

Huntly refers to this home as a “mansion” (Brown 227). It is also in this place that Huntly 

is reunited with his old teacher and mentor, Sarsefield, whom Huntly has hailed as a man 

of Western reason (228). Nonetheless, the barbarity of the wilderness is still evident in 

this place among such “civilized” company. Huntly and Sarsefield soon discover that 

Clithero, who is revealed as an old enemy of Sarsefield, was recently discovered after 

Indians attacked him. Kimball discusses this event: 

Huntly asks Sarsefield for help. A doctor and teacher, Sarsefield embodies 
the humane skill and learning which mark a civilized nation. He refuses to 
aid Clithero because of an old grudge. In the last dwelling, which should 
have epitomized the farthest reaches of culture, Huntly finds only hatred 
determined on revenge. (224)        
        

Kimball’s insight reveals that civilization itself does not remain untouched from the 

impulses of savagery; it merely conceals the darker nature of man that is so clearly 

evident out in the wilderness. Indeed, Sarsefield harshly refuses to help Cithero because 

he believes that death is the only rehabilitation that can be offered to such a “villain” 

(253).  This unreasonably cruel, emotionally driven decision by Sarsefield is another way 

Brown shows that civilized spaces cannot bring order to life’s complications. Despite the 

appearance of civility and justice that Sarsfield and this dwelling place exude, both the 

home and the man have no true asylum to offer from the cruel nature of the external 

world. Unfortunately, civilization fails to control the chaos that occurs as naturally within 
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man as it does in the natural external world in this quintessential passage in Edgar 

Huntly.  

 Brown thus conclusively defines “civilization” as the blatantly ineffectual 

structures which man builds to disguise his limited moral agency within the savage 

wilderness. Man is impotent in a world where power over one’s actions is unattainable, 

and ownership is a fantastical concept. The Indians place in such a novel is to merely 

function as barbaric extensions of the chaotic environment. In contrast to this view, 

James Fenimore Cooper provides a much more romantic and noble view of both the 

wilderness and the Natives who dwell within it in The Last of the Mohicans.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Romantic Ideals in James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans 
 
 

“Some the Great Spirit made with skins brighter and redder than yonder sun...and 

these did he fashion to his own mind. He gave them this island as he made it, covered 

with trees and filled with game...If they fought among themselves, it was to prove that 

they were men. They were brave; they were just; they were happy” (Cooper 301). These 

lines, spoken by the sinister Magua in Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans, beautifully capture 

the ideal that is more fully developed throughout the novel. This ideal is that Native 

Americans are a people who, unlike the brutish shadowy figures in Brown’s Edgar 

Huntly, were created for the fullness of physical, emotional, and spiritual freedom that is 

only present in the untouched, pristine wilderness. Cooper greatly romanticizes this 

wilderness, creating a space where man is able to dwell synergistically with the natural 

world. Moreover, Cooper’s crafts a prolapsarian wilderness, a place untouched by the 

realities of sin and death. The Native American, then, in Cooper’s novel is defined 

through his relationship with and place in this environment, and is, therefore, also 

idealized and innocent. Ultimately, race, although central, is not the focus of the novel; 

the primary focus is on man’s connection to the land and what happens when men, 

specifically Native Americans, fall from Eden, losing their place in this primitive natural 

hierarchy.  
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Nature Idealized  

 The magnificent American wilderness that backdrops Cooper’s Last of the 

Mohicans is as equally breathtakingly lovely as it is unrealistic. As he tells his story, 

Cooper consistently interrupts the action with detailed descriptions of the surrounding 

forest. Indeed, Cooper opens the book by describing how the European soldiers and 

colonists must confront the environment as the Natives do until there is “no recess of the 

woods so dark; nor any secret place so lovely” that it may hinder their efforts in the 

French and Indian War. These dark woods and hidden lovely spots, however, do not 

hinder the action of the plot but, instead, bring meaning and life to events that would 

otherwise be insignificant. Hawkeye, the quintessential frontiersman and protagonist, 

claims, “God knows what the country would be like if the settlements should ever spread 

far from the two rivers. Both hunting and war would lose their beauty” (Cooper 210). 

Hawkeye understands the weight that the magnificent scenery adds to the events of his 

life.  However, the beauty of the scenery is not its only undeniable quality in The Last of 

the Mohicans. Leslie Fiedler, in Love and Death in the American Novel observes:  

The scenery is almost totally abstract, archetypal; among unnamed trees, 
two women and their protector flee before a sinister pursuit, twice 
removed, which takes them to the mythical cave of Charles Brockden 
Brown, behind a rocky waterfall worthy of Scott, and eventually onto the 
bosom of a wooded lake (Cooper’s very own!), the image of which haunts 
our dreams but can never be discovered by picnicker or fisherman. (198)  
 

Fiedler proposes that Cooper is highly romanticizing the scenery. In truth, Cooper does 

speak about the wilderness in a very abstract and symbolic way. He lacks specificity. 

Often, the characters are “lost in the depths of the forest” or they “bury themselves in the 

gloom of the woods” (133). These kinds of phrases evoke the general emotional 

atmosphere of the wilderness without getting too detailed about the specific location of 
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the characters or the type of fauna that surrounds them. Another example of this is when 

Cooper describes the natural scene on the evening of the fifth day of the siege. He writes, 

“Nature had also seized this moment to assume her mildest and most captivating form. 

The sun poured down his parting glory on the scene...The mountains looked green, and 

fresh, and lovely; tempered with the mild light, or softened in shadow, as thin vapors 

floated between them and the sun” (147). Cooper imparts the beauty of the natural world 

in very general terms in this passage also; the beauty is abstracted, as it would be in an 

impressionist painting rather than a photograph. Thus, there is a quality of unrealism that 

penetrates the book, as Fielder asserts. However, this generalizing is purposeful because 

it is the emotions that are communicated through the idealization of the natural world that 

makes it meaningful within this narrative. In other words, the lack of specificity in 

Cooper’s descriptions of the environment draws the readers focus away from 

insignificant details and to the higher ideals featured in the novel. Portraying the 

environment in such general terms creates this philosophical atmosphere that is further 

highlighted by the novel’s exaggerated nature.  

 The terrific extremities, both pertaining to beauty and danger, of the environment 

in The Last of the Mohicans creates a mythological narrative space that allows Cooper’s 

readers to escape into the idealized natural world of the Native away from the mediocrity 

and disappointments of civilized life. Therefore, Cooper need not bring the realities of 

nature to the forefront of his novel in order to capture his reader’s hearts because his 

romanticizing of natural scenes creates a greater pathos. For example, the party finds a 

cave to conceal themselves from their enemies for the night. Cora and Alice, who are 

used to sleeping in the comfort of their warm beds within the security of civilization, do 
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not toss and turn when they are forced to spend the night on the stony floor of an 

unknown cave. Two girls have never before had to sleep within the dangerous heart of 

the wilderness would almost surely have trouble soundly sleeping, especially after 

enduring the dangerous pursuit of hostile Indians. Nonetheless, Cooper writes, “The 

moon reached its zenith, and shed its mild light, perpendicularly, on the lovely sight of 

the sisters, slumbering peacefully in one another’s arms” (65). Picturesque scenes such as 

this prove that Cooper’s aesthetic concerns surpass his narrative’s verisimilitude. Fiedler 

writes about the effect that Cooper’s romanticism has on his readers, explaining that the 

“American boy becomes for a little while the Indian, the trapper; and returning later to his 

memories or to the books themselves, finds it easy to think of himself as really 

expropriated or dispossessed, driven from the Great Good Place of the Wilderness by 

pressures of maturity or conformism” (191). Indeed this beautiful world of the 

wilderness, in which men live in a symbiotic relation with one another and nature, is the 

American ideal, the American Garden of Eden. To die in such a place is even noble. 

Hawkeye claims that, “life is an obligation which friends often owe each other in the 

wilderness” (73). This kind of demand would not be expected of men within the confines 

of civilization, and this makes the life of the Native and frontiersman one of daring and 

adventure. This American Eden is, thus, not a place of Holy Communion with God as it 

is in the Judeo-Christian tradition. It is, instead, a mythical land, a place where the 

civilized man may get lost in the woods to become a part of this great American 

adventure.  

 An important distinction to make, though, is that although the wilderness is 

idealized in The Last of the Mohicans, this does not mean that it is either a wholly good 
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or a wholly evil place.  This is evidenced in the varying depictions of silence of the 

forest. Edward Everett Hale comments that “the solitary grandeur, the solemn obscurity, 

the sublime mystery of the virgin wilderness” is one of the characteristics of nature that 

most fully captivated Cooper. The silence of the wilderness underscores many of the 

scenes, sometimes signaling the peaceful beauty of the wilderness. Other times, it 

represents the hidden threat of evil that lurks behind the lush and vibrant scenery. When 

Hawkeye, Uncas, and Chingachgook are first introduced in the novel, they are 

surrounded by the “breathing silence, which marks the drowsy sultriness of an American 

landscape in July” (Cooper 28). In this passage, the silence is peaceful and non-

threatening. As a storm threatens to overtake Lake Horican, however, the breathing 

silence of the woods is then described as a “shrill and mournful whistling” and the scene 

is one of “wildness and desolation” struck down by the “relentless arm of death” (181-

182). Here, the quietness of the woods becomes haunting and foreboding. Cooper’s use 

of this one element, silence, serves as a representation for how he can shape the 

wilderness in varying ways. This is not a duplicitous practice, but it proves the literary 

hybridity of Cooper’s scenery. In comparison, Cooper characterizes the Native who 

dwells within this wilderness both positively and negatively. 

 

Children of the Woods 

 If the woods in The Last of the Mohicans are depicted as a place of wonder and 

mystery, an American garden of Eden, who then are the men to whom Cooper refers to as 

the “children of the woods” (Cooper 132)? The mythologizing of the wilderness in 

Cooper’s novel causes the people who are most closely related to the wilderness within 
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the novel, the Native Americans, to become mythological figures themselves. In “Cross 

Cultural Hybridity in James Ferrimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans,” Lindsey 

Claire Smith views the Natives in the novel from an ecological perspective, 

acknowledging that the essence of these characters is intimately connected with their 

environments. She writes, “each character's cultural ancestry is clear in how he relates to 

the natural world. Chingachgook's heritage is a tradition of synchronizing life, both 

spiritually and practically, to natural phenomena and waging war to maintain that 

existence” (531). This statement argues that the rich cultural heritage of the Natives is 

built upon this living relationship with the wilderness in which they dwell. Thus, the 

beauty and goodness of these people are drawn from their surrounding environment. 

Uncas is formally introduced to the reader with features “pure in their native red,” 

dawning a “proud and determined, though wild, expression” surmised as “an 

unblemished specimen of the noblest proportions of man” (53). This description evokes 

this idea of the “noble savage,” the Native who is pure and good because he lives away 

from the corrupting forces of civilization. However, it is necessary to juxtapose this 

description of Uncas with the character of Magua, who is also the “son of the forest” 

(14). Uncas serves as the primary representation of the noble savage. Magua, in contrast, 

symbolizes the purely savage Native. At every turn in the novel, Magua plots against the 

novel’s protagonists by kidnapping Cora and Alice twice, trying to force Cora’s hand in 

marriage by threatening the people that she loves, and using his charisma and talent for 

plotting to deceive both Native and white characters in the novel. He is truly Le Renard 

Subtil, the subtle fox. He even ends up killing the Native ideal, Uncas, before the novel 
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ends and he, too, dies by the hand of Hawkeye. However, although it appears to be true, 

Magua himself is not inherently evil. 

 Instead, Magua is an example of what happens when the Native is “fallen” from 

this idealized American Eden. The corrupting forces of civilization poisoned Magua’s 

character. When speaking to Cora, Magua defends himself, protesting that he was fully 

content as a noble “chief and a warrior” before the “Canada fathers” invaded the woods. 

With them, these white men brought the “fire-water” that turned Magua into a “rascal,” 

signaling his fall from grace (Cooper 102). Thus, Magua still possesses a certain prowess 

in the wilderness that also characterizes Uncas and Chingachgook. However, he is not 

able to attain the same synergistic relationship that these Native characters have with 

nature. Instead, he is a fallen man, cursed to lead a sinful life as his need for revenge 

against the white man controls his actions. Magua, unlike the Mohicans, does not live by 

a code of honor that connects him with people. Sin controls him because the interference 

of the colonists in his world has displaced him from his natural state of Native innocence. 

Consequentially, he is also unable to participate in the idealized male relationships that 

exist within the realm of the natural world in The Last of the Mohicans. 

 Chingachgook and Hawkeye, because of their shared connection with Cooper’s 

wilderness, are able to flourish in this shared idealized male friendship. A man’s place in 

the early Republic was deeply rooted in his relations with other men in his community. 

Anthony Rotundo describes this phenomenon in colonial New England as “communal 

manhood,” meaning that man derived personal meaning through his interactions with 

other men rather than asserting himself as an individual (2). This emphasis on early male 

bonding is exemplified through Hawkeye and Chingachgook. Throughout the novel, 
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Chingachgook and Hawkeye are intimately in tune with one another’s emotions and 

thoughts. Traversing the wilderness together, they hunt, fight, and even mentor the young 

Uncas alongside of each other. Cooper portrays their bond as one that is stronger than 

many marital bonds. From the beginning of the novel, Hawkeye asserts that he is a “man 

without a cross,” meaning that he is wholly white. However, this is the only distinctive 

characteristic the separates the two men. By the end of the novel, though, this trait seems 

to be forgotten as Hawkeye clasps Chingachgook’s hand during Uncas’ funeral, 

reassuring him that he is not alone. Haweye states, “The gifts of our colours may be 

different, but God has so placed us as to journey on the same path” (349). Here, Hawkeye 

acknowledges that their shared experiences in the wilderness, their connection with the 

environment and one another, overcome their racial differences. Fiedler comments on 

Hawkeye and Chingachgook’s relationship, describing it as “pure marriage of males” in 

which “the white refugee from society and the dark-skinned primitive” share this 

indescribably pure and mutually beneficial relationship (209).  

 The Native is able to exist in an idealistic state, even alongside the white man, in 

Cooper’s wilderness if he remains untainted by the negative influences of society. 

Cooper’s Native American is at his best dwelling among the shadows of the forest. 

However, certain characterizations of the Native seem to contradict this statement. 

Specifically, the scene in which a Native coldly and savagely dashes an infant’s head 

against a stone, instantly killing the innocent being, is problematic (Cooper 175). Mary 

Chapman interprets this scene as a failed bartering exchange between Natives and white 

Americans, claiming that the blame ultimately falls on the white Americans instead of the 

Natives even though the woman and her baby are the definite victims. I think that this 
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interpretation over-emphasizes the racial implications of this scene. Instead, it should be 

interpreted within the context of this ideal of an American Eden. The Natives are 

products of their environment. However, what kind of impact does such an obviously evil 

act by a native have on the perception of the wilderness projected in this novel. Once 

again, Fiedler offers some insight. He describes the wilderness as a place that is 

primitively innocent. In order to understand this, the reader must adopt a childlike 

outlook in which neither the “sex nor the violence” within the novel is real (211). The 

reader must choose to not grasp the finality of death and realities of sin for the sake of the 

adventure of this novel. By becoming a child again through reading this story, adult 

responsibilities and standards of morality can be left the door. Therefore, through seeing 

the world from this escapist perspective, this horrific scene is able to exist within the 

pages of The Last of the Mohicans while also maintaining this idealized view of the 

wilderness and the natives. Violence in necessary in the American Eden to heighten the 

reader’s sense of adventure. This shifts the focus from racial tensions to a realization of 

the darker aspects of the natural world and people who are too closely related to these 

aspects of the environment. Nonetheless, the question of the importance of racial 

distinctions remains pressing. 

 

Further Exploration of the Race Question 

 Many of the critical writings pertaining to the Last of the Mohicans assert that the 

primary focus of the novel is to bring the racial tensions that exist between the white and 

minority races in America to the surface; however, a closer look at Cooper’s narrative 

reveals that man’s relationship to the environment is more significant than his racial 



 

 31 

identity within this novel. Bill Christopherson, in “The Last of the Mohicans and the 

Missouri Crisis,” represents the racial perspective arguing that Cooper was concerned 

with the plight of the minority races in America, including the Native and African 

American. He highlights the racial differences in the novel and emphasizes the white 

character’s horror at the many of the Native’s behavior. He discusses the massacre scene 

discusses earlier in which the infant was killed, writing that it is a “racial nightmare” 

(271). His interpretation of the text is valid, considering that the narrator and main 

characters in this novel are constantly discussing race and placing themselves in 

categories based upon their race. For example, Alice is blonde with a pale complexion. 

Whereas, the narrator describes Cora as “charged with the colour of the rich of blood” 

with hair that resembles the “plumage of the raven” (19). Ultimately, Cora’s mixed racial 

heritage is revealed, explaining why she is more closely associated with the Natives in 

the novel instead of the uniformly white Alice. Nonetheless, these racial themes are only 

the surface of the deeper issues stirring within this novel pertaining to man’s connection 

with the land.  

 In short, the wilderness serves as a place in which men are able to transcend these 

racial boundaries to exist in more natural, idealized relationships with one another. 

Hawkeye and Chingachgook’s friendship is the epitome of this. However, a nearer 

examination of Hawkeye’s interactions with other characters in the novel, even excluding 

his tie to Chingachgook, reveal that the wilderness impacts the behavior of people in 

ways that societal hierarchies, i.e. racial hierarchies, cannot. David Gamut’s, the expert in 

psalmody and representative of the manners of a man raised in civilized white America, 

views and actions are specifically contrasted with those of the frontiersman, Hawkeye. 
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One such instance in which the beliefs of these men differ is when they discuss books. 

Gamut is a firm believer in the importance of the study of literature, especially holy 

literature. However, Hawkeye, despite his European heritage, questions the legitimacy of 

literary study because he is a “warrior of the wilderness.” He argues that if any man from 

the colonists’ settlements would “follow me from sun to sun, through the windings of the 

forest, he shall see enough to teach him that he is a fool, and that the greatest of his folly 

lies in striving to rise to the level of one he can never equal, be it in goodness, or be it in 

power” (117).  Here, Hawkeye rejects the opinions of the majority racial culture, despite 

his whiteness, because of his belief in the superiority of life in the woods to civilized life. 

There is a truth hidden in the forest that is unattainable within the confines of the white 

majority cultures’ civilization. Richard Slotkin comments on this, “Cooper saw in the 

wilderness a fantasy-refuge from the class ordering and potential strife that marred 

civilization—a place in which talent could rise above birth without the necessity of 

revolution or even litigation” (xxi). The wilderness creates an egalitarian social plane in 

which people of different races can more freely interact within more natural hierarchies, 

and the most significant of these interactions occurs on a deeper, spiritual level.  

 

The Spirituality of the Wilderness 

 There is a spiritual truth present in the solemnity of Cooper’s woods that brings 

about a natural order in the lives of the Natives. In comparison to the Christianity in the 

novel, Stephanie Wadrop writes, “Mohican religion appears purer, because it involves 

worship of only what is real and in nature” (63). Indeed, the Natives’ natural sense of 

spirituality frees them in ways that are unimaginable to the characters that live in the 
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confines of the colonists’ settlements, and the substantiation of this claim is apparent in 

the ways that the different characters express themselves sexually. For example, the white 

Christian characters, Alice and Heyward, are never able to fully express their desire for 

one another in the novel. When Heyward innocently breaches the topic of marriage with 

Alice, she is overcome with emotion to the point of trembling (260). Heyward must 

lessen the intensity of his emotions so he will not overwhelm Alice. In contrast, Magua 

openly pursues Cora, unashamed of his desire for her. Cora rejects his pursuits, but 

Magua is not in a similar position to Heyward, where he has to repress his natural 

emotional inclinations. Because the Mohicans worship the Great Spirit in nature, their 

natural desires are not repressed in the ways that the white characters’ desires must be. 

The white characters’ Christian community holds them accountable to more restrained 

sexual behaviors, and this creates an atmosphere of emotional repression. However, away 

from the constraints of these Christian societal hierarchies, Cora and Uncas form a union, 

albeit posthumously, that would not even be a possibility within the confines of 

civilization.  

 The Natives envision Cora and Uncas forever united in the spirit world, and their 

understanding of the spirit world further proves the deep connection that the Natives have 

to their environment. The Natives’ sing of Cora and Uncas’s love, cautioning Cora 

“against unavailing regrets for the friends of her youth, and the scenes where her father 

had dwelt, assuring her that the ‘blessed hunting grounds of the Lenape’ contained vales 

as pleasant, streams as pure, and flowers as sweet, as the Heaven of the pale-faces’” 

(Cooper 343). The Natives’ understanding of the afterlife is much more physical than 

Munro’s view of the afterlife in which they will “assemble around his [God’s] throne, 
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without distinction of sex, or rank, or colour.” Hawkeye warns Munro against telling the 

Natives this, arguing that it would be as unnatural to them as telling them “the snows 

come not in the winter” (347). It is possible to interpret this moment as Hawkeye telling 

Munro that the Natives cannot dwell in a world in which racial distinctions are 

nonexistent. However, the more substantial argument would be that the Natives could not 

imagine an afterlife that is not somehow connected to the current temporal natural world 

in which they live. Their spirituality is so deeply connected with nature that an afterlife 

without hunting, fishing, and being in the sanctity of the forest would be completely 

improbable. However, this ideal vision of Uncas flourishing in the woods with his white 

bride reveals another, gloomier truth about the Natives’ connection to their environment. 

 Uncas’ death signifies the last of the Mohicans, and he is only able to fully take 

ownership of his people’s land in the afterlife. His untimely departure from the world of 

the living represents that the “pale-faces are masters of the earth, and the time of the red-

men has not yet come again” (350). He is unable to restore his people back to their 

former glory; inadvertently, the Natives have fallen and failed to attain the American 

Edenic ideal, the spiritual fortress, which the wilderness represents for them in this novel. 

They have fallen from innocence because the white man has broken the image of their 

idyllic world, introducing to them a new way of thinking that subverts their natural 

innocence into a shameful ignorance. The Natives cannot continue to worship the spirits 

of nature freely and unencumbered, and there is no place for them as both their physical 

and spiritual wildernesses are taken away. Richard Slotkin reminds the reader of The Last 

of the Mohicans of the novel’s romantic nature, stating that both Cooper and the reader 

most appreciate the Native as they are disappearing (xxv.) In truth, there is an 
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understanding throughout the novel that we become like children, as Fiedler argues, when 

we read this book. Life is a great adventure in which the great outdoors of the wilderness 

serves as the noblest background, but this dream is ultimately a dream. It is not actually 

attainable, and the inaccessible nature of this idealized wilderness makes it that much 

more desirable. The reader is left in a wistful state, and the Native is ultimately irrelevant 

in the modern world.  Catherine Maria Sedgwick, in Hope Leslie, presents a world in 

which the Native is also slowly disappearing, but the implications of her swan song for 

the Native greatly differ from the conclusions drawn by Brown and Cooper about the 

Natives. Namely, there is a major shift in perspectives. Whilst the main instigators of 

action and influencers of thought in Edgar Huntly and The Last of the Mohicans are 

white male characters, Sedgwick brings into focus a very different world in which the 

voice of a female native is heard along with the voice of the white man.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

Land Taken Cannot Be Given: A Difference of Environment Ideologies in Catherine 
Maria Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie 

 
 

 “The savage was rather the vassal, than the master of nature; obeying her laws, 

but never usurping her dominion. He only used the land she prepared, and cast his corn 

but where she seemed to invite him by mellowing and upheaving the rich mould” 

(Sedgwick 86). These lines from Catherine Maria Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie encapsulates 

her definition of what separates the Native American from the European settler in her 

thoughtful work of historical fiction: the characters’ relationship and interactions with the 

surrounding American environment. The Natives have both a spiritual and deferential 

attitude to the surrounding wilderness throughout the novel; whereas, the European 

settlers featured in the novel champion the Puritanical idea of the wilderness as a force to 

be begrudgingly encountered and then deftly conquered. However, Sedgwick presents 

these two opposing views in a way that appreciates both perspectives and therefore grants 

legitimacy to these conflicting attitudes. Therefore, Hope Leslie presents a different 

portrait of Native Americans than either Brown or Cooper in Edgar Huntly or The Last of 

the Mohicans because the Natives’ story is told with the same consideration as the white 

men’s story. Specifically, the Native perspective is as present and prevalent as that of the 

white perspective in Sedgwick’s novel. Nonetheless, at the conclusion of the novel, the 

Natives, much like the Natives in Edgar Huntly and The Last of the Mohicans, do not 

have a place in the newly colonized America because as the land is cultivated by the 
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colonists’ hand, it is unfit as a home for the Natives whose lives are so intimately 

connected with the untamed wild.  

 

The City on a Hill 

 Hope Leslie opens with a direct address in the preface from Sedgwick, and this 

preface steers the course of the narrative by emphasizing characters’ interactions with the 

environment and deemphasizing race. Sedgwick writes, “the enlightened and accurate 

observer of human nature, will admit that the difference of character among the various 

races of the earth, arises mainly from difference of condition” (4). This “difference of 

condition” between the two primary races featured in the novel, Native Americans and 

white colonists, is evident from the beginning as William Fletcher, “the son of a 

respectable country gentleman,” is introduced (5). This identifier immediately reveals 

that William Fletcher is coming from the world of great English manor houses, in which 

owning land equates both status and a communal responsibility to cultivate private 

property. As William’s tale unfolds, he aligns himself spiritually with the Puritans and, 

thus, must retreat from the beloved green hills of England to the “dreary wilderness” of 

the American colonies in order to be able to freely practice his faith (15). Sedgwick 

begins her narrative in England rather than the Americas to provide a context for the plot 

of the novel, but this narrative arc also serves as a way to better understand why the 

Puritans choose to develop the land in the way that they do in Hope Leslie. Their 

understanding of the land is deeply rooted in English land practices, but their 

understanding is also uniquely American. Crèvecoeur, an early French-American 

celebrated author, emphasizes in his “What is an American?” passage how grounded 
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Americanism is in the cultivation and ownership of land. St. John de Crevecoeur writes, 

“We are a people of cultivators, scattered over an immense territory, communicating with 

each other by means of good roads and navigable rivers…unfettered and unrestrained 

because each person works for himself” (49-50). This passage captures the necessity of 

cultivating and working on one’s land as a way to claim one’s identity as an American. 

This phenomenon was especially necessary as the colonists had a desire to establish 

themselves apart from their European identities. Sedgwick conforms to this land ideology 

presented by St. John de Crevecoeur in the crafting of her white characters. Thus, she 

presents her newly settled white colonists as a people who cannot live within the untamed 

American wilderness as the Natives do. There is an inherent need amongst the pilgrims in 

this novel to overcome what they would define as the harsh living conditions of the 

wilderness in order to not only obtain what was once theirs back home and has been lost 

as a result of their chosen exile but also to claim their American identities through the 

ownership and cultivation of land.  

 Not only was there a personal need to cultivate the newly colonized land among 

the Puritans, but there was also a deep sense of moral responsibility to cultivate the land 

despite that the land that they were claiming was already being habituated by the Native 

Americans. Sedgwick describes how the Puritans arrived and initially followed the course 

of Natives by occupying the same sites where the Natives had judiciously chosen to live 

because of the quality of the soil and resources offered at these sites. Then, she describes 

how the Puritans began improving the Natives’ villages by properly cultivating the land 

and building superior dwelling spaces (16). Thus, the Puritans are presented within this 

novel as a people who felt a sort of entitlement to the land that they happened upon 
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because they believed that their use of the land was more sufficient and fruitful than that 

of the Natives’.  In Maureen Tuthill’s “Land and the Narrative Site,” Tuthill defines the 

Puritans as “the forces of progress” and the Indians as “the forces of reaction” in Hope 

Leslie. She further delves into her interpretation by concentrating on the Puritan belief of 

vacuum domicilium (95). Everell Fletcher, the young and liberally educated son of 

William, directly mentions vacuum domicilium when debating with Sir Phillip as 

justification for why the Puritans are able to rightly claim their possession of the 

American land in opposition to the will of the king (131). Tuthill writes that vacuum 

domilicium is  “the notion that the New World wilderness was wide open to those who 

had the intelligence and motivation to introduce agriculture and, thereby, to stake a more 

substantial claim on the land” (103). The Puritans, throughout the novel, champion this 

concept of vacuum domicilium because they passionately believe that they have a 

superior claim to the land in spite of the fact that the Natives had been living on the land 

for countless generations. Indeed, in Hope Leslie, cultivating the land is the Puritan’s 

moral duty, as is building edifices that serve as “the habitation of civilized man” against 

the backdrop of the “savage howling wilderness” (17).  

 In this novel, it is clear that the Puritans believed that their land practices are 

superior to the Natives’ land practices, which the Puritans perceive as savage and brutish. 

The Puritans, however, believed that their practices were superior above all other 

peoples’ because they saw themselves as God’s people—set apart in order to achieve his 

purposes. This view, especially in comparison to that of the Natives, is a very exclusive 

perspective on the workings of the world. Nonetheless, Sedgwick narrates the Puritans’ 

perspective with both admiration and respect as she also does with the Natives’ 
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perspective in the novel. She acknowledges the weaknesses of such a narrow worldview, 

but she ultimately chooses to emphasize the “sacrifices made by these voluntary exiles” 

as they traded their homes because of their dedication to their beliefs. Quentin Miller, in “ 

‘A Tyrannically Democratic Force’: The Symbolic and Cultural Functioning of Clothing 

in Catherine Maria Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie,” describes this early community of believers 

as a “set of colonies striving to be a city on a hill” in reference to John Winthrop’s 

famous sermon (124). In this sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity, Winthrop, who is 

featured as a character in Hope Leslie, writes, “For we must consider that we shall be as a 

city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us” (Winthrop 19). Sedgwick uses John 

Winthrop’s philosophy as the over-arching philosophy of the Puritans in Hope Leslie. As 

the plot features both the Puritanical city of Boston and frontier town of Springfield, it is 

clear that the leaders in these communities hope to set an example to others, as Winthrop 

calls them to, through their strict dedication to the tenements of scripture. Mr. Downing, 

in a letter to Mr. Fletcher, directly references Winthrop’s New World philosophy when 

he writes “But brother, you, in the new world, are as a city set on a hill. Many lie in wait 

for your halting, and all appearance of evil should be avoided” (Sedgwick 127). The 

Puritan characters are deeply motivated by external pressures. This motivation, once 

again, can be traced the impulse present in early white Americans to claim their distinctly 

American identity in order to prove themselves to the world. Furthermore, since the 

Puritans endured the stings of religious persecution in Europe, and this need to set an 

example by how they are using land in America is even more urgent than other settlers 

who were not coming to the colonies to escape religious persecution. This serves as 
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further explanation for why land ownership and cultivation is so deeply a part of the 

Puritans’ communal identity in Hope Leslie.  

 However, outside of the city on the hill lies a different kind of person. This 

person, in the form of Magawisca, Oneco, and the other members of their lost Pequod 

tribe serve as a stark contrast to the white European colonists. Sedgwick’s inclusion of 

these characters causes us to further examine, question, and better understand the land 

practices of the Puritans. Ultimately, it further solidifies her assertion that a difference of 

condition, not race, divides man from one another.  

 

Nature’s Vassal 

 The Native characters, in contrast with the European characters, are defined not 

by how they shape nature but how they allow nature to shape and affect their lives. 

Throughout Hope Leslie, the Puritans are trying to assert their identity against the 

backdrop of the wilderness. The Natives, on the other hand, root their identities within 

the forests of New England. Their very hearts, minds, and souls are connected intimately 

with the land. Therefore, possessing, using, and losing land impacts them in ways that it 

does not impact the European colonists.  

 Magawisca is the Native character that most clearly communicates this deep 

emotional and spiritual connection with the wilderness throughout the novel. Magawisca, 

as a young female Native, possesses a certain nobility and credibility that Sedgwick does 

not associate with many of the more experienced and socially reputable white Christian 

men in Hope Leslie. The singularity and validity of her strength of character is evident 

when she is introduced at the beginning of the novel, as Sedgwick focuses on her innate 
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royalty, wild beauty, and natural virtues (Sedgwick 23). Magawisca’s close relation to the 

environment is, likewise, clear from the start of the novel, as seen in other characters’ 

perceptions of her along with her own words and behavior.  Mrs. Fletcher asserts that 

Magawisca working to keep the Fletcher’s household is about as natural as a wild animal 

coming to plough their fields; the housekeeper, Jennet, adds that “truly these savages 

have their house in the wilderness, and their way no man knows” (23-25). This 

observation, despite its culturally derogatory language with the use of the word “savage,” 

is supported by Magawsica because she had stated that, “My foot...is used to the wild-

wood path. The deer tires not of his way on the mountain, nor the bird of its flight in the 

air” (24). These natural metaphors reveal that Magawisca finds her natural place, as the 

wildlife do, within the forest. The way that she interacts with and relates to her 

environment immediately sets her apart from the white characters, and these differences 

in dealing with the environment are only highlighted as the novel progresses. When 

Everell and Hope beg Magawisca to remain with them in Boston at the end of the novel, 

she must staunchly refuse. Magawisca deeply cares for Everell and Hope, but her affinity 

for her friends cannot displace the “wrongs her injured race had sustained” (349). These 

wrongs that Magawsica are alluding to are, namely, the removal of the Pequods from the 

land of their people. 

 When the Europeans take the land from the Natives in Hope Leslie, the Natives 

are incapable of recovering because the most integral part of their identity, their 

relationship with the land, is stolen from them. Magawisca recounts to Everell the details 

of the bloody Pequod War that resulted in the deaths of the majority of her people and 

their removal from the land. In the Pequod War, her people fought valiantly, refusing to 
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admit defeat. In the midst of the battle, many of the Indians even chose suicide in place of 

surrendering to the English, who had invaded and irreparably tainted their homes 

(Sedgwick 47). Sedgwick writes in the beginning of the novel that, “The Indians of North 

America are, perhaps, the only race of men of whom it may be said, that though 

conquered, they were never enslaved. They could not submit, and live” (3). Gary Dyer, in 

“The Transatlantic Pocahontas,” comments on the “passive fortitude” of the Natives, 

arguing that this quality weakens even as it appears to be empowering those who possess 

it; Dyer uses the phrase “passive fortitude” in order to emphasize that the Natives bravery 

is not active. Dyer understands this “passive fortitude” as a solely negative characteristic 

because this passiveness prevents the Natives from acting when it is necessary for them 

to actively protect themselves and their interests (310). This point, when first considered 

in relation to Hope Leslie, is viable because the Englishmen are successful in their 

attempts to take possession of the Natives homes. However, although some of the Natives 

in the novel chose death when they perceived that they were losing the fight to keep their 

land, many of the Natives choose to avenge the wrongs committed against them despite 

that the English gave them a chance to peacefully surrender. Magawisca, in fact, is 

unable to fully reconcile with English because of her father’s, Mononotto’s, need for 

revenge. After the Pequod War, Magawsica’s father exclaims, “shall we take pardon 

from those who have burned your wives and children, and given your homes to the beasts 

of prey — who have robbed you of your hunting-grounds and driven your canoes from 

their waters” (53). Mononotto desires to fight, and it is significant that he is not fighting 

to only avenge the loss of his family, but he equally emphasizes the need for his people to 

avenge their lost land. This emphasis, then, also assists in the explanation for why the 
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Natives choose death instead of living in captivity, even if they will be possibly surviving 

with their families. Living on their land means everything to them because their spiritual 

lives are intertwined with their everyday living lives, and the land serves as the source 

from which the Natives may commune with the Great Spirit. 

 The natives, as nature’s vassal, pay homage to her and adhere to her laws rather 

than the laws of man, especially the laws of the white man. Mark Vasquez, in “'Your 

Sister Cannot Speak to You and Understand You As I Do': Native American Culture and 

Female Subjectivity in Lydia Maria Child and Catherine Maria Sedgwick,” writes that 

Hope Leslie supports the agenda that “the plain discourse (gendered male) of the English 

is less preferable than the figurative, inclusive dialogic discourse of Native Americans” 

(180). Indeed, the language by the prominent males in the novel, especially John 

Winthrop, which limits and excludes those who are outside of the tenants of Christianity 

greatly differs from Magawisca’s explanations of the Natives communing with the Great 

Spirit. Magawsica relates:  

“Hope Leslie, there is no solitude in me; the Great Spirit, and his 
ministers, are every where present and visible to the eye of the soul that 
loves him; nature is but his interpreter; her forms are but bodies for his 
spirit. I hear him in the rushing winds—in the summer breeze—in the 
gushing fountains—in the softly running streams. I see him in the bursting 
life of Spring—in the ripening maize—in the falling leaf. Those beautiful 
lights,” and she pointed upwards, “that shine alike on your stately domes 
and our forest homes, speak to me of his love to all.” (352)   
 

Magawisca worships nature as the earthy forms of the Great Spirit. Especially significant 

is the fact that she ends this speech with the stars, which are present and apparent to 

everyone. This exemplifies the Native belief in a natural and all-embracing deity. 

However, in order to experience this deity, the Natives must allow themselves to be 

shaped by nature instead of seeking to set themselves in civilization apart from nature, as 
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the English have done. Indeed, the actions of the Englishman against nature, are the main 

reason why Magawisca, who is the main advocate for this ideal of an all-embracing and 

inclusive deity in this novel, also admits that the “Indian and the white man can no more 

mingle and become one than day and night” (349). The ideals of the Natives and 

European colonists in Hope Leslie, unfortunately, are indefinitely and wholly 

incompatible in spite of the effort and sacrifices made by both sides to find a 

compromise.  

 

Day and Night 

 The English colonist’s and Native’s connection with the New England 

environment are completely separate in Hope Leslie. Therefore, the relationships between 

the English and Natives within the novel are limited. By examining two specific 

relationships within the novel, Everell and Magawisca’s and Oneco and Faith Leslie’s, it 

becomes apparent that the two disparate cultures cannot intermingle. Cultural hybidity is 

impossible amongst two people groups who do not share a common environmental 

ideology. One culture will always supersede the other; Sedgwick proves that finding 

shared ground is not only an improbability but also wholly impossible when the two 

parties are incapable of sharing the land itself. 

 Although the bond between Magawisca and Everell is strong, it ultimately 

reinforces the reality that the two cultures will never be able to cross because of their 

warring ideologies.  Magawisca and Everell immediately connect in the novel, and 

Everell is enamored by Magawisca’s stories. Later in the novel, Everell even admits that 

there may have been the possibility of marriage between Magawisca and himself if they 
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had been allowed to remain near to one another growing up and events had not unfolded 

in the way that they resolutely had (Sedgwick 224). In “Reading and Writing ‘Hope 

Leslie": Catharine Maria Sedgwick's Indian ‘Connections’,” Wierman highlights the fact 

that Digby almost immediately corrects Everell after he makes this claim about marriage 

with Magawisca, stating that Everell would have naturally fallen in love with Hope Leslie 

over Magawisca once she entered the scene. Wierman highlights this in order to negate 

the validity of Everell’s musings (431). Nonetheless, it is significant that Sedgwick even 

included this statement by Everell, and Everell’s connection with Magawisca is 

undeniably deep. Their connection, indeed, is so important to Magawisca that she 

willingly sacrifices herself to save Everell in rebellion against her father, whom she 

dearly reveres and is, ironically, Everell’s executioner (Sedgwick 98). When Magawisca 

places herself between Everell and her father on the sacrifice rock, she loses her arm. 

Magawisca willingly loses her limb for the sake of Everell, but her willingness does not 

negate the gravity of her sacrifice. The loss of the limb not only physically inhibits her; it 

is also a deep source of personal shame for her (Sedgwick 191). In “Women, Blood, and 

Contract,” Shirley Samuels elaborates on the extent of this loss for Magawisca, by 

explaining that Magawisca’s deformity, in her culture, prevents her from ever joining in 

marriage the bonds of marriage with another (63). This is highly significant because 

Sedgwick reveals tenfold in the thoughts and speech of Magawisca throughout the novel 

that Magawisca’s love for Everell is so great that she never regrets her decision to save 

him. The only time that she thinks to regret her decision is when it appears that Everell is 

not grateful for his sacrifice. However, this fact is ludicrous because Everell is thankful 

for her sacrifice, and he seeks to repay the favor when Magawisca is imprisoned by 
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rescuing her with the aid of Hope Leslie from his people (Sedgwick 349). Therefore, the 

love between Magawisca and Everell is clearly and powerfully established. However, 

their love cannot overcome the distinct separateness of their people. 

 In the end of the novel, Magawisca is unable to stay in Boston because she must 

return to her people. When Everell and Hope extend the offer for Magawisca to make a 

home in Boston with the two of them, she refuses on the basis that “we cannot take as a 

gift that which is our own” (Sedgwick 349).  Everell and Hope do not even think about 

how they are offering Hope land that once belonged to her people, and reveals that land is 

simply a commodity to them. They offer it without understanding the nature of the claim 

that they have to the land. Moreover, it is clear that they do not feel the deep spiritual 

ownership of the land that the Natives do. Maria Karafilis further comments on this 

scenario by drawing attention to the issue that Hope and Everell specifically invite 

Magawisca as an individual. She writes: 

Magawisca registers this partial inclusion, recognizes that her individual 
incorporation signals the end of her Native American culture and 
traditions, and refuses the plea. It is also significant that Hope and Everell 
invite only Magawisca to live within the space of the colony. Neither 
Mononotto, the warring chieftain symbolic of Native American power, nor 
Oneco and Faith, a Native American couple who potentially engender 
future generations of Native Americans, are desired. The lone Native 
American woman is the only body which seems safe enough to 
incorporate. (342) 
 

This passage illuminates Sedgwick’s text, bringing to light the limiting nature of Hope 

and Everell’s offer. The two will welcome Magawisca only if she is able to forget her 

people and, even more significantly, if she is willing to surrender her people’s claim to 

the land. The relationship between Everell and Magawisca, then, ultimately cannot allow 
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the two to transverse their conflicting ideologies on how the New England land should be 

used.  

 Oneco and Faith Leslie’s relationship further proves that cultural hybridity is 

unattainable in Hope Leslie. Faith Leslie does not adopt her husband’s, Oneco’s, culture 

while also retaining her English culture. She, instead, completely forfeits her Englishness 

while living with the Natives in the wilds of New England. This truth is painfully clear 

when, Faith Leslie, upon reuniting with her once beloved sister, Hope, feels no sense of 

closeness towards her nor shares any sort of affinity to their shared past. Faith describes 

her connection to her past as, “faint and distant, like the vanishing vapor on the far-off 

mountain” (Sedgwick 239). Her use of environmental terms to describe her waning 

connection to her past further proves that she has incorporated herself into the wilderness 

as the Native does, as she is thinking of the wilderness in abstract and spiritual ways. 

Additionally, Hope is extremely dismayed by Faith’s adoption of Native clothing and 

inability to speak English. She, along with other characters in the novel, repeatedly 

attempts to clothe Faith in English jewels and clothing. Faith repeatedly rejects their 

attempts. The rejection of English wear symbolically represents Faith’s inability to be 

English again after so many years spent in the forest. Indeed, Faith mourns when she is 

“rescued” back into the arms of her sister, and she only rejoices when she is able to return 

to the open arms of her mate, Oneco. This sub-plot supports the theory that one’s 

environment has a more profound effect on someone’s identity instead of any sort of 

racial identity. Even though Faith is undeniably white, she cannot live in society with 

other white people because she has become overly used to her forest ways.  
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This inability of Faith to reenter into society with the English colonists leads to 

the larger issue of the innate separateness of white and Native cultures. The white 

characters’ attempts to constantly assimilate Faith back into their culture prove that they 

do not support the Native’s way of life and cannot allow her to live as the Native does 

within the city of Boston. Aunt Grafton’s innocent dismay of Faith’s refusal to take her 

jewels shows that it is natural for people who have so long valued different aspects of life 

to be able to reconcile (Sedgwick 280). Gary Dyer writes upon his examination of Hope 

Leslie, “When examining culture for the interweaving of strands from diverse origins, we 

must remember that various forces, material and ideological, can ensure that a boundary 

is crossed mostly in one direction, or can prevent it from being crossed at all” (316).  In 

essence, Dyer means that cultural mixing is too often actually one culture trying to 

impose its values on another rather than an actual mutual discourse between the two 

cultures. In Hope Leslie, this phenomenon is exhibited in how the white characters try to 

impose their values on Faith without trying to learn what she values after so many years 

in the wild.  

 Thus, at the end of Hope Leslie, we are left with a portrait of two separate cultures 

with impermeable boundaries. As Magawisca walks away from Everell and Hope, 

Sedgwick is implying that the two ideologies of land usage represented by the Natives 

and English colonists cannot intermix. There is no place for the Native in the land that the 

colonists have taken from them to build their civilizations upon. The rigid tenets of the 

Puritan faith represented in the edifices of Boston cannot allow the universality of the 

Native’s forest religion within them. The Natives land may be shrinking, but their 

relationship with, deep connection to, the land remains the same. And it is this connection 
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that makes up the Natives very identity within the pages of this early American narrative. 

This connection, also, remains as the link between three very different portraits of Native 

Americans in Sedgwick, Cooper, and Brown’s works. 
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CONCLUSION 

A Glimpse at the Gallery 
 
 

 Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick each present us with literary portraits of the Native 

that are simultaneously contrasting and complimentary. By choosing the Native as one of 

the primary subjects in each of their novels, these authors enter into a conversation that is 

as prevalent in modern America as it was at the time that they wrote their respective 

works. The voices of the majority culture in America continue to write, speak, and define 

minority cultures in order to better assert and understand their own identities. However, it 

is important to examine these writings, just as Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick’s works 

were examined, with the understanding that the majority culture’s depictions of the Other 

are more representative of the majority mindset than the postcolonial perspective. 

Ultimately, the examination of the Natives’ place in America in Brown, Cooper, and 

Sedgwick’s novels reveals that one of the primary foundations of American identity is 

how man relates to both the figurative and literal great American wilderness. 

 According to Edgar Huntly, the wilderness is a dark and shadowy place full of 

uncertainty. In relation to this, the Native is a brutish figure, completely controlled by the 

darkness of the surrounding wilderness. Brown’s portrait of the Native within the 

wilderness reveals the doubts and fear of failure of the early American people. The dim 

world that he allows us to view serves as a warning of what happens when man 

undoubtedly believes in the power of his own will to confront the American landscape. 

Brown leaves his readers with more questions than answers, whereas, Cooper paints a 

romantic and unattainable portrait of the Native within the great American wilderness in 
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his novel. This idealized depiction reveals the white man’s inability to participate in a 

purely reciprocal relationship with the wilderness. The synergistic relationship of the 

Native and the wilderness serves as a reminder of America’s past and how the white man 

has undeniably, for better or worse, laid their claim in America. Therefore, Cooper 

answers the question of who is in control in his novel. 

 Alternatively, both the white and Native characters are able to freely interact with 

the wilderness in Sedgwick’s Hope Leslie. The wilderness is a place that gives meaning 

to all of the characters as they actively and passively participate in a relationship with the 

American environment. However, Sedgwick also reveals that the white man’s mindset of 

cultivation will ultimately supersede the more open relationship that the Natives share 

with nature. Therefore, Sedgwick grants more legitimacy to the Natives’ because their 

point of view is told along with the white mans.’ However, she answers the question of 

who owns the land in the same way as Cooper; ultimately, the Native will disappear as 

the white American continues to claim and possess the wilderness. Brown doubts the 

ability of white Americans to assert themselves in the new world. However, Sedgwick 

and Cooper firmly establish that there is a future for white Americans as they continue to 

conquer the New World as the Natives disappear. 

 The American narrative, as it is told in Brown, Cooper, and Sedgwick’s novels, is 

deeply concerned with the Native and the Native’s place within the wilderness. This 

concern, however, is primarily for the purpose of defining the majority culture’s position 

in the surrounding wilderness in order to craft an identity for the newly formed American 

republic from the white man’s perspective. Therefore, each of these novels gives us 

terrifying and beautiful glimpses of the Natives as they are defined within the space of 
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the natural world in early American literature. Yet, these glimpses are fleeting as the 

Natives disappear into the surrounding wilderness as each of the novels ends with the 

white man establishing his dominion over the natural world and the ways of the Native 

are slowly forgotten. After all, it is ultimately the white hand that holds the brush in each 

of these literary narratives, and it is the white man’s story that is told as the native’s story 

fades into the shadows of the ever-pervasive great American wilderness.  
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