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One vogue among students of American literature for roughly a
century has been to scoff at the works of Tames Fenimore Cooper, espa-
clally the flve novels of the Leatherstocking cerles. 1 I heard the dis-
gruntled complaints from my prolessors as an undergraduate student; heard
them during my Fh, D, oral exams: hear them from my colleagues, and see
then liberally sprinkled through scholarly articles. It is enough to say
that many of these diemissals are justifled; but many are not,

I quickly admlt that when I include a Cooper novel in the readlng
1ist for a course, I oifer it somewhat apologetically, with some embarrass-
ment, for one vennot easlly be serious, certainly not intellectually rigor-
ous, with an author who 1s seen as a species of cosmic joke, However, [
recertly included The Last of the Mohicans in o reeding 115t for a course in
Native American Literature. My students came to the book after reading
Stith Thempson's Tales of the North American Indlans, Walter Dvk's Son of
Old Man Hat, and yohn G, Wethardi's Black Elk Speaks. The day we nmet
to begin our discussion of Cooper's book, | was, to say the least, surprlsed
at my students' responses: 1n short, they fournd the book compelllng and
prafound .

Sinze that day I have often puzzled vover my etuodents' enthusiasm
and our subseqguent dismussion, a discussion which caused me to conclude
work of tragedy il does indeed become a profound anc intellectually complex
work of fiction,

Belore one can approach the book as sertous tragedy he must lay
aside part of the zritical baggage with which we moderns approach fiction.
In our time we have been condiduued o approach a plece of discourse,
fiction inclueded, with a “sentence sense." If one approactes Cooper non-
holistically, he is bound for disappointment, for Caoper cannot be read
from sentence to sentence, nor in a logieal linguistic erdering, because
his sentences }ack an essential clarity. His vision is, so 0 s5peak, nol
found in loglical discourse, but must be approached fium sgene to scene,
Cooper's vision lg contemporary, and traglc, but it is not conveved with
language we have come to associate with the tragic, such as the rerse,
axpneitory prose of Ilemingway, or the tluld, complex prose of JTames or
Taulkner. Precise images and clear pictures are seldom found in Cooper's
senterces,

When defipning tragedy in its Hellenic context Aristotle, of course,
saw language as an important comporent. One of his 3ix parts of tragedy
15 dilction, ™ and ir. his g=rneral defin:tion cf the genre 1e wrote:

Tragedy 1s, then, an imitation of a nab.e and
complete actior, having rthe proper maghitude:
it employs lang age that has been artisticdally
enhanced by each of the kinds of lingulstic
adornment, applied separately in the various



parts of the play; it ig presented in dramatic, not
narrative form, and achleves, through the repre-
sentation of pitlable and fearful incidents, the

catharsls of such pitiable and fearful incidents .4

Since Aristotle asserted later in the Pogligs that the most virtuous
diction 1s the clearest {see Chapter XXII) it seems unlikely he would have
praised Cooper's sentences, but, "linguistic adornment" certainly is not
lacking in Cooper.

Aristotle's method in defining tragedy was essentially descriptive--
he worked from the plays, prose and poems of his contemporaries and pre-
decessors. His values were lamgely drawn from current examples, These
facts are important--important when assessing and interpreting the tragic
in the literature of the essentlally modern Western World, a world in which
the tragic may be significantly different from the tragic in Aristotle's world,
Monetheless, Aristotle’s perceptions of the nature of tragedy are enduring,
and they are useful {if not always definitive} tools for understanding tragedy
in American literature.

In delineating the tragic hero (a term which he did not use) Aristotle
focused not so much on the peculiar or particular attributes of the hero, but
on the effects the hero has on those ¢bserving the tragedy. Pity and Fear
were esscntial tragic elements to Ariztotle; the tragic hero should, by un-
deservedly falling into misfortune, arouse pity in the observer; also, by en-
countering the tragic misfortune, the hero should evoke fear in those who
watch or read, because we recognize that someone like ourselves 1s suf-
fering. Flnally, Qedipus-like, the herc is one who enjoys reputation and
great good fortune before the fall.5 Beyond effect, there should, according
to Arlstotle, be a change of fortune from good to bad "not because of de-
pravity, but through some great miscalculation" by the hero.®

The main problem I see in Aristotle's perceptions of tragedy Is that
they are so closely bound to the historicity of Greek drama they become
dated. If history does not repeat itself, as Don D. Walker asserts,’ then
historical events and perceptions are not necessarlly valld tools for measur-
ing the present (relatively speaking) or the future. Once again, this is not
to suggest that Aristotle’'s judgements are not useful, but it is to suggest
that in the continuum of time there may be other tools as valid or as useful
or as definitive to deal with tragedy.

Focnslng on the literature of the West, Levl S. Peterson has given
ue an organic tool for the measurement of tragedy in a given work. Accord-
ing to Peterson, "tragedy depends upon the valuation we place upon things
we loge."® This definition is genuinely prehistoric; that is, it does not
depend upon the hlstoricity of a genre for meaning, as do Aristotle's per-
ceptions. Obviously, if tragedy depends on the proportionate relationship
between value and loss, there may be genuine literary tragedy without a
tragic hero, or without pity, or even without Aristotle's three part plot of
reversal, recognltion, and suffering.

If the frontier experlence in America has embodied a loss of some-
thing highly valued, then that experlence alone, as Peterson suggests,
"is the clath in which the West drapes its grief, w10__or its fear and pity.
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This is especially true“if one sees the frontier as fluld Interface between
culture and savagery. In that sense loss is continually experienced acs
savagery [ofr wilderness) gives way to civilization. In Western Literature,
where landscape {s so important fat times an end in itself~“) it is possible
that nature per se can assume the role (or at least a role) of tragic hero,
especially as the frontier experience illuminates or magnifies the charac-
ters of people whose destinies are shaped by the land. Thus Meriwether
Lewis could feel, in 1805, near the confluence of the Medicine and
Missouri Rivers, that "all the beasts of the neighbourhood had made a
league to destroy me, or that some fortune was disposed to amuse hersalf
at my expense. " 3 He saw the landscape, at least on that June 14 evening,
as animated and purposeful, as capable of malevolent action. Thus Lewis'
apprehensions were caused by the lapd and its inhabitants; their malevo-
lence (in his mind at least} could have approached the tragle——in action and
effect.

In a recent article on Michaeal Straight,l‘1 Don Grakam has admir-
ably shown how Straight has worked out a bona fide Aristotelian tragedy in
A Very Small BRemnant. But Graham does not stress the Iact that the event
around which the tragedy of the novel pivots is the Sand Creek Massacre,
This particular historical "tragedy" is important in the novel because il is
part of the frontier process, and thus in itself can and does embedy tragic
etements, especially those of pity and fear.

The same can be said for The Last of the Mohlcans: its historicity

doeg not stifia the perpetration of tragedy, but rather enhances it. But
before discussing the tragic Import of history in the novel, some other
levels of tragedy should be listed, They are or may include:

1- The Battie of Fort William Henry itself

2- The loss of wildarness

3- The demise of the Native American

4- Cora's misceaenation

5- Uncas' death

6- Laatherstocking's predicaments

7= The triumph of Fate

B~ Cooper's ill health

9- Aristotle's formal tragic elements

L0- And probably others: lists are seldom complete.

William Charvat has called the condition of Leatherstocking and
the Indlans "wagic: it s the doom of natural man in the new world, »15
Cooper himself, in the intraduceion of the New York, 1850, edition of the
novel strongly tmplies Natty is a tragic hero, calllng him a "man of
native goodness, " betraying weaknesses as well as virtues, and of a
high moral elevatlon. Interestingly, few, if any, of Cooper's crltics
have seen the novel {the most popular in the world for a century after
its publicatlon*’ as essentlally tragic. Conversely, most of Cooper's critics
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are genuinely puzzled by both the popularity and the purpose of the book,
Robert H. Zoellner claims that it is the lack of complexity which accounts
for the novel's tremendous popularity. But in some respects (the battle
scenes, the reversals of pursuit) the novel is very complea. Qne critic
claims that Cooper was not in control of the bc>c>lnn,lg that Mohicans is his
most amblguous ncn.rel,'ZEI and that the ambiguities are a result of moral
ar‘nanr(:‘,hy.2 In my opinion, the novel has enjoyed unprecedented popularlty
because It embodies the tragedy inherent in the American, the Western,
the frontier experience.

In the novel the frontier experlence is closely tied to an historlcal
event, the battle of Fort Willlam Henry. At least two critics have noted
that Cooper's historical details are rellable, 22 but a careful reading of
Parkman's Montcalm and Wolle raises some questions, at least In my mind,
of historical authenticity. At any rate, it seems likely that at 33 impresslon-
able age, Cooper learned of Montcalm's attack and its results. of all
the Leatherstocking novels, Mohicans is the only one that is not subtitled
either a tale or romance; rather Cooper chose to call il a namrative, which
also very probably reflects his interest in the history of Fort William Henry,
and In making the historlcal events the core of the novel.

It {5 true that Arlstotle distlngulshed between tragedy and narrative,
seeing narrative as in inferior form, and noting that the composition of
incidents in the narrative should aot be similar to that found in our hls-
tc)ries.2 However, f Cooper's historical narratlve In Mohicans involves a
problam of the frontier, his narrative becomes tragic, since, once again, the
frontier experiance was one of loes. It is right to assert that Ln the death
and destruction and pain of the battle itself lies a kind of tragedy, but cer-
tainly one level of historical tragedy, one which Cooper dwells on at some
length, is that Montcalm and his officers, although using every effort to
restore order? during the massacre were finally impotent. If one uses
Aristotle's criteria for defining a tragic hero, Montcalm probably comes
closer as a complete hero than anyone ILn the novel.

But there is another level of history ln Mohicans. one which 1s in-
herently traglc because It is nat bound by the chronolegy of events, and
which focuges on the nature of man. In his Montcalm and Wolfe Parkman
llberally uses journal entries from participants in the battle and siege of
Willlam Henry to establish tone and feeling. At one point he quotes the
joumal of Bougalnvlilie, one of Montcalm's officers, who wrote:

I sang the war-song in the name of M, de Montcalm,
and was much applauded. It was nothing but these
words, “Let us trample the English under our feet,™
chanted over and over agalr}.‘6 in cadence wlith the
movements of the savages.

Thls statement carries not the force of history, but the power of
rituval, It was, finally, the movements of the savages which led to the
slaughter on the shores of Lake George. Seen as tragic hero, Montcalm's
flaw was hig inability to control the actions of his Indian allies, partly
because he did not understand their nature. Since, ln the eyves of the
French, the Indlans were indispensible in the warfare of the American
forests, 27 Montcalm should have taken better stock of his Indlan allies;
the fact that he did not led to the tragedy ol the massacre. The battle of
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Fort Willlam Henry deflnitely lnvolved frontier expansion, and thus, in
tragedy, the battle produced a two-fold loss; lives of the English, and
a blt more wildemets.

it seemg lronical, especially since Cooper stayed sa close ln the
novel to the historical implications of the battle, that some scholars have
been confused about the purposes of the book. If Cooper's approach is
basically historical-- even namratlve--then his purpose is ciear: to play
the predicaments ard problems of romantic characters against the back-
drop of history. But Mohicans is not so clear, and Cooper's history, at
important moments, transecends chronology. ©One element of the novel
which richly complizates the rarrative (and thus lnfuses it wlth traglc
significance) 15 Cooper’'s treatmenl of the Indians, It ls true that Cogper's
Tudians are part of the hlstoricity of the battle of Fort Willlam Henry, but
thelr presence In the novel 1s basically prehistoric. In the preface to the
first edition, Philadelphia, 1826, Cooper wrote that "the greatest difficulty
with which the student of Indian hlstory has to contend, is the utter con-
fusion that pervades the namee {of the Indlans],"28 Cooper went on tg
explain that the complexlties of naming were complicated by tie French,
Dutch, and English whao, independently, named the olbes, as well as
individua) Indians. This seems to me convincing evidence of the problem
of explicating the prehlstcrrlc“ in a work grounded in historlcal authenticity.

Az Claude Levi~Strauss has noted, "the savage mind totallzes."w
Slnce Levi-Strauss made the statement in his chapter titled "History and
Malectic, " in The Savage Mind It is right to assert that to him "totali-
zation™ has a good deal to do with history and prehistory. Sirce the
characteristlc feature of the savage mind is timelessness, it {s quite
literally impossible to understand primitive man (Cooper's savages}?2 from
an historical perspective. in his commert on namos, it scems fairly clear
that Cooper's own, novellstic, perceptian of the Natlve American was
basically prehistoric: the names given him by the respective conquerers
were meaningless (thus confusing} because they were grounded in the
historicity of European civilizarion, uot the prehistoric nature of the Ameri-
can aborigines.

What all this produces in Last of the Mchlcans 15 a schism between
history and prehistory. Gooper's whites (except possibly Natty) cannot
minutely appreach an understarding of the redskius pecause they are
prisoners of history: culture, manners, scciety, etc. What this eventuvally
produces in the novel. and I have trouble believing this is an unconscious
product of Cooper’'s imaginatior, js a binding (or chaining) of history to
prehistory, of European cultural mores to primitive ways,. In the novel Lhls
jeining preduces high tragedy; but the essential tragedy of this predicament
can only bz understood with the frontier experience (loss) [irmly in mind.
Manifest destiny in the novel (and all its cultural paraphemalia) drags
along a primilive society whose destiny {in 1826 at least] had never been
manifest, As Natty so cogently remarks nzar the beginning of the novel,
"everything depends on what scaie you lock at things. n33 QOr, in other
words, tragedy depends upon the valuation we place upen things we lose.
And loss Ir Mohlcans Involves the demlse of the frortter, and the inability
of historical man and prehistorical man o even approximate mutual under-
standing. Such predicaments inevitably produced, the world round, the
fear and plty of miefortune Aristotle discussed. If readers see Mohicans
basically as melodrama, not tragedy, 1t is {likely) because they elther
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approach the book through our modern perception of sentence-sense, or
that they {ail to see the traglc implications in Cooper’s manipulation of
history.

Beyond the tensicons of the historical-prehistorical problem, there
least of these is Cooper's perception of the hero, Wrestling with Natty's
status in the novel, Robert Zoellner calls Bumppo a mythic or eplc hero,aé
and hints that because Leatherstocklng has "no rapport whatever with the
essence of the American experlence, "3% his alienation creates a hero
basically existential, Like most other critics, Zoellner makes no attempt
to define MNatty as a basically tragic hero in the novel: ironically, however,
Zoellner clearly defines Natty's tragic flaw, which grows entlrely from the
frontier experience, He says: "Only Natty inslsts to the bitter end that
the wilderness remain inviolate...."3% It 15 foollsh to assume that Natty,
unlike Montcalm in the novel, is a fully formed Aristotelian tragic hero.
There, for example, seems 1o be no reversal, recognition and subseguent
suffering, although in the context of the frontler Natty suffers a good deal
trom the loss of wilderness, personified to an extent here, though not fully
formed as in The Pioneers, by the woodsman's axe. The destruction of
the forest and defilement of the land create in Natty the Pity and Fear of
tragedy, as well as within his readers, especially if one regalls that to
Natty wilderness affirms the existence of Gc.vcl.38 So that his very theo-
logical base is felled by the axe or turned under by the plow. For Natty
the encroachment of civilization will destroy the beauty of both hunting
and war. 39 Subsequently, of course, this means destruction of his whole
reason for belng.

Natty's world view is as tragic as Oedipus' or Antigone's; he in-
sletently comments on a person‘s gifts ("'Twould have been a cruel and
an inhuman act for a whiteskin; but 't 15 the gift and natur' of an Indian."‘m)
saying time and again that the purposes and affairs of men are controlled
by Fate--a man has his gifts; they are unalterable. Man's gifts will even
determine his status in the hereafter. "L believe," says Natty, "that para-
dise is ordalned for happiness; and that men will be indulged In !t according
to their dispositions and gifts. "4] Fuorther, according to Natty, "Providerce
ie partial in its gifts, n42 Thus the god of Mohicans is as arbitrary, in his
way, as the gods of Antigone, even if paradlse |5 ardained for happiness.

Through the imminent destruction of wildemess (2 possible reversal
in Mohlcans) Natty 1s forced to recognize that hunting and war, in their
states of primitive glory, will be destroyed, and that he will experlence the
suffering unto death, the total alienation he later faces in The Prairie. Ewven
Natty's statement, persistently cffered throughout the novel, that he is a
man without a cross™™ has tragic implications. If the lack of a cross
signifies that he 1s "a man of absolute and semehow lethal purity, 144 pye
very being is again doomed. Absolute purity on the American frontier sug-
gests absolute inability to compromise--there is no escape for Natty from
the inroads of civilization, and his westward movemen: is a journey toward
physical and spiritual death: his existence, his realizations, offer no es-
cape from the horrors of encroaching clvilizatlon., He is doomed,

The historical and human problems in the book, and Natty's predi-
caments and realizations sharply create a tragic effect that s genuinely
cathartic. Perhaps the catharsis accounts mainly for the popularity of the
book around the world, Hut in America the boor may have functioned as a
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salve for sore conscliences--as an alleviation from the destructive impli-
cations of manifesat destiny. Nature is, says Natty, sadly abused by
man when he gets the mastery.

If, as Levl Peterson suggests, affirmation and relief arise, para-
doxically, from pain and t:lesl:'oaLr,“E then the alchemy of catharsis found
in Mohicans may have allowed some Americans and cthers to view the
destructlon of the landscape as essentlally pogftive, Most Americans
believed religiously in manifest destiny, but today we normally assume
that exaltation over the expansge of empire produced the booster-club joys
of looking tar west, whan it seems very possible those joys were cathartic
rather than nalvely positive. The truth of this assertion seems plausible
if one remembers that on virtually all levels of wociety, Cooper had cap-
tured the natlonal tmagination.%’ What the catharels became was the
“myth meaning" D.H. Lawrence attributed to the novel. 48 Lawrence seaw
the novel divided between narrative and romance, calling the narrative
chiefly record, but the romance full of the meaning of myth, Possibly,
myth meaning, reinforced by the tragic implications in the historical
narrative, led to the catharsls, which finally took the farm in the minds
of many of seelng Cooper's .la.ndsc%pe as a place of Mythic roality, a
place where destruction bred joy. 4

of the Natlve American, not Just the Mohicans. The novel's last para-
graph, Epoken by the legendary Temenund, is a dreary indictment of the
whites, Divine Judgement has fallen upon the "chlildren of the Lenape.™
The pale-faces are masters of the earth; the redman's {ime has not yet
come again, 30 Despite the suggestlon that the Indian may sometime rise
to power again, the gods are unpleased, their children have been punished:
it is the tragic movement of the frontier that has crushed the old ways. It
1e significant that Cooper chose to end the book on such a note; his cholce
suggests that the demise of the Indlan ranked high, possibly higheat. on
hie scale of traglc heirarchy.

In a plece dealing with Uncas as hero in Mohicans, Donald Darnell
claims that Natty's role as hero in the book is usually usurped by Uncas.
Although Damell correctly asserts that "to understand the significance of
Uncas his race must be known, 52 he does not convinclngly establish
Uncas' place as essentlal hero In the novel., Because Henry Nash Smith
has written that Natty falls to quallfy ag a 'technlcal hero of romances" 53
Darnell peeks for a substitute hero and finds him Iln Uncas, Uncas then
becomes a mythic, messianic here, a prophet. Darnell finally claims
that through death Uncas achlevee true tragic stature. 37 However, there
are problems with both Smith's and Darnell's 1deas of the hero in Mohicans.
Natty's inabillty to qualify as a technical hero of romance does not mean
he is not a tragic hern, While it t8 true that Uncas achleves a hergic
status, as tha title of the novel suggests, he does not necessarlly become
the book's tragic hero. The mantle of prophethood may have enabled
him to tell truth, even to predict what will be, but a messianic calling
does not make a tragic hero; Sophecles ghowed this in the character of
Telresias, the prophet, in Oedipus Rex, Because Cooper does not focus
primarily on Uncas, he is a secondary herc, not unlike Montcalm, although
more important 1o the issue of the novel, Natty is really the only (rreplac-
able charactar in the book, which produces, in part, his tragic nature, Un-
like the Indians, who are dylng, and the whiteg, who are returning to the
settlements, Natty is doomed to remain in the midst of the destructive forces
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of the frontier, In the no-man's land between savagery and civilizaion,
In the interface of becoming: he i5 a man without a cross.

Speaking of The Blg Sky. Levi Peterson clalms the novel celebrates
the losg of wilderness values, thus bringing into "full expression a feeling
submerged Ln the American consclousnese from Cooper forward, »56 The
feeilng submerged in the American consclousness, asauming Peterson is
correct, from Cooper forward ts one of catharsis--catharsis growlng from
the traglc predicament of Natty Bumppo. Our celebration exalts not the
frontler, but wilderness before there was a frontier, not the fslling of the
forests. but the silence that hung between the trunks before the axe was
conceilved. We accomplish our celebrations only through catharsis. Even
Thoreau's famous celebratlon of wilderness came only after he dldcussed
the situation of the Amerlcan backwcoodsman and the "westward star of
empire.” [t was a cathartic lorging for the wild, perhaps sparked by
Cooper, that brought Thoreau to say: "The West of which I speak ia but
another name for the Wild; and what [ have been preparing to gay is, that
in Wildness is the preservation of the World, "37 Ironically, Thoreau's
statement about wildness grew from an enthuslastic discusslon of the Great
Western Ploneer pursuing his manlfest destiny.

As for tragie influences In Mohicarns, a few matters remain:
Cooper's ill health during the writing of the novel, and Cora's miscege-
nation. Evidently, Cooper wrote parts of the novel during hls bout with
a lingering fever, in almost a fit of passion. Although Philbrick clalms
that Gooper's poor health "signiftcantly influenced the texture and tendency
of the book as a whole, "3B there 1s, [ think, little cause to believe his
slckness influenced his perceptlon of the frontier, and thus his important
statements about tragedy in the novel,

Cora's miscegenation, as meat for wragedy, is another matter. Cora,
whose grandmother was mulatta, 39 could have functioned much more promi-
nently as tragic hero had Cooaper chosen to exploit her raclial predicament.
Although there are brief alluslons in the novel to her racial statua, they
serve cnly to make her seem slightly taboo. There is little myth or magic
connected with her aetions or her personallty: unfortunately, her deflance
and pluck in the face of danger are not clogely connected to her genealogy;
although her death 1s traglc, she certainly does not attain the ‘status of
traglc hero to the extent that Montealm and Uncas do.

Although Aristotle gave us impartant tools for assessing the extent
and worth of wragedy In literature, his tools are not necessarily definltive
when dealing with tragedy in Western Literature, for the frontier experience
in Amecica so complicated the posaibilities for wragedy that othar tools,
other ways of interpreting history in modern culture are needed. Using new
and old tools to interpret tragedy in The Last of the Mchicang not only helps
us see the esgentially traglc nature of the book, but hopefully offera one
rasson [or the book's remarkable popularity.

I have no way of knowing how many of my students in the Indian
Literature course actually saw the novel's tragic implications, but [ am
reasonably certaln they enjoyed the book largely because it 15 a complex
work of tragedy. and in that wegedy thelr own catharsls was realized In
Cooper's portrayal of the frontler axperience,
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