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Nathaniel Hawthorne is not an easy sell for present-day readers. 
Those who know him only through their high-school American 
Lit class’s forced march through The Scarlet Letter — which they 

very likely found to be a haunted house of archaic and spidery prose, 
slow-as-molasses plotting, implausible dialogue, and relentless moral 
sternness — may be inclined to dismiss him as a period piece, a moldy relic 
of mid-nineteenth-century New England, and have nothing more to do with 
him. Such a conclusion, though understandable, would be a grave error.

In fact, his fictions are proving to be astonishingly lasting with the 
passage of time, addressing themselves to situations and issues that have 
become far more exigent in the twenty-first century than they ever were 
in his own age. His stories are not merely fanciful — they are prophetic. 
They probe deeply and tellingly into the riddles that confront us at every 
turn in the modern day, riddles that have arisen out of our growing power 
over the physical world, and out of our perplexity in discerning what we 
ought to do, and not do, with such power. Hawthorne insists that we view 
our burgeoning power in terms very different from those in which it is 
usually celebrated. While not exactly an enemy of progress, he is certainly 
a committed skeptic. Hawthorne’s elaborately wrought fictions seem 
designed to reconnect us with a great mythic narrative at the foundation 
of the Western intellectual and moral tradition: the ultimate cautionary 
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tale of how the acquisition of worldly power beyond one’s ken, and the 
transgression of venerable taboos and ancient boundaries, will surely 
lead to physical and moral ruin. This is the old, old story, told often and 
variously, in both Athens and Jerusalem, in texts both pagan and Biblical, 
of Prometheus, Icarus, Gyges, Babel, Eden, Lucifer, Faust, and countless 
others. Hawthorne’s irony-filled allegories and fables, with their constant 
reversals and inversions, evoke once again the mystery and terror of these 
ancient tales. To be sure, Hawthorne’s stories are also modern and acutely 
self-conscious, reflecting the peculiarities of their author. But like all the 
greatest fictions, their reach far exceeds the particularities in which, and 
for which, they were composed. They offer us today profound and pre-
scient warnings about the many moral perils entailed in human efforts to 
gain mastery over the terms of human existence.

Of none of Hawthorne’s tales is this more true than his 1844 short 
story “The Artist of the Beautiful,” which would later appear in the 

1846 collection Mosses from an Old Manse. Clearly Hawthorne was think-
ing along those very lines when he jotted the following story idea in his 
journal in 1837: “A person to spend all his life and splendid talents in 
trying to achieve something naturally impossible — as to make a conquest 
over Nature.” Whether this sentence fragment was the source from which 
“The Artist of the Beautiful” emerged seven years later is impossible to 
know for certain. But we do know that Hawthorne’s words in his journal 
describe the story that “The Artist of the Beautiful” turned out to be.

At the center of the story is a splendidly talented young man, the 
diminutive, reclusive, unprepossessing, and socially maladroit Owen 
Warland. Even Owen’s detractors, chief among them being his former 
employer, the watchmaker Peter Hovenden, are willing to acknowledge 
this young man as the possessor of an “irregular genius” and “delicate 
ingenuity,” which had manifested itself from very early in life in an unusu-
ally developed ability to work with objects on a tiny, even microscopic 
scale. Such an unusual talent naturally suits him for the close and careful 
labor of the watchmaking trade; hence his early apprenticeship to Peter 
Hovenden. Yet when Owen takes over Peter’s business, he finds himself 
bored with it, and is instead obsessed with the creation of a delicately cali-
brated nature-defying mechanism whose precise identity is not revealed 
until the story’s close. He works on this secret mechanism night and day 
for months on end, to the neglect of his business and the dismay of his 
neighbors and customers. The story relates how fervently he persists in 
this quixotic mission despite numerous calamitous setbacks and the near-
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universal incomprehension and disdain of his own community, even of 
those whose opinion he cherishes.

It is never entirely clear how Hawthorne means us to react to this 
remarkable character. On the one hand, we are clearly supposed to admire 
Owen, for his single-mindedness and determination, for his creative ener-
gy and brilliant ingenuity, and for his disinterested and almost selfless 
dedication to the beautiful. We are told of the wooden figures he carves 
with his delicate hands, “figures of flowers and birds” which “seemed to 
aim at the hidden mysteries of mechanism,” figures made with no objec-
tive in mind beyond “purposes of grace.” Beauty is for him an end in itself, 
the highest of all ends, whose sanctity he guards with the loving ferocity 
of a Marian pilgrim. There is, in short, a purity of heart and singleness of 
will at work in Owen. He desires to create beautiful things not to conquer 
the world or to make himself all-powerful, but only to make visible, and 
animate, certain perfections whose possibility he alone has been granted 
the power to intuit.

On the other hand, we also sense that Hawthorne shares some of the 
views of the townspeople, and sometimes loses patience with the airy-
fairy quality of Owen’s mind. “One of his most rational projects,” writes 
Hawthorne, tongue more than a bit in cheek, “was to connect a musical 
operation with the machinery of his watches, so that all the harsh disso-
nances of life might be rendered tuneful, and each flitting moment fall into 
the abyss of the past in golden drops of harmony.” Hawthorne too shares 
in the feeling that Owen can be flighty and immature — “he was full of lit-
tle petulances” — and that there might be something hopelessly grandiose 
and childish about Owen’s ambitions, and something life-wasting about 
these intense, minute labors that drain all his talent into the production of 
something chimerical, something downright contrary to nature itself.

Some of the ambivalence may reflect the fact that Owen Warland 
seems to be, at least in some respects, a stand-in for Hawthorne himself, 
manifesting Hawthorne’s own ambivalences about his choice of an artist’s 
career. After graduating in 1825 from Bowdoin College, where his friends 
had included such high achievers as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and 
Franklin Pierce, he mysteriously chose not to pursue any of the career 
paths open to a man of his education and station. Instead, he would spend 
the next twelve years living in his mother’s house in Salem, willingly cut 
off from the world of commerce and public affairs, concentrating all his 
energies on the development of his writerly craft rather than the devel-
opment of a practical trade — and all the while being tormented by just 
the sort of self-doubt that such a decision would be likely to engender in 
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most any man of his day. As he finally described it in an 1837 letter to 
Longfellow, written at the very moment he was screwing up his cour-
age to rejoin the world, it seemed to have been “by some witchcraft or 
other” that he had been “carried apart from the main current of life.” He 
never intended to do what he had done, he said, and yet somehow it had 
happened. “I have made a captive of myself,” he cried, “and put me into a 
dungeon; and now I cannot find the key to let myself out — and if the door 
were open, I should be almost afraid to come out.”

In making such a pathetic declamation, Hawthorne sounded very 
much like one of his own characters. And his creation of a few years later, 
Owen, turns out to be very much like him in this regard, as an isolated 
poet manqué, fabulously talented but completely lacking in conventional 
bourgeois ambitions, ill-suited to his functional watchmaker’s job, dis-
dained by the stolid and pragmatic-minded burghers in the surrounding 
community as a dreamy and impractical man-child whose chief goal in life 
seems to be the production of entirely useless things.

There are, to be sure, obvious and important differences between the 
author and his subject. Owen is a craftsman and engineer and inventor 
rather than a painter or novelist. Yet there can be no doubt that we are 
meant to see him as having the soul of a romantic artist par excellence. 
Owen is rightly called an “artist of the beautiful”: In wishing to produce 
only things that are beautiful in themselves, things that must be fashioned 
without any view whatsoever to their utility, he carries the romantic artis-
tic temper to its most gaudy, breathtaking, and inflexible extreme. From 
the community’s point of view, this is the attitude of a narcissistic and 
self-absorbed adolescent who refuses to grow up and assume the respon-
sibilities commensurate with an adult life. His very name, “War-land,” 
expressing the battlefield of his psyche, hints that he is an embodiment of 
the same torments of indecision that had racked Hawthorne for so many 
years.

The story begins with a vivid contrast that frames the rest of what is 
to come. Peter Hovenden and his daughter Annie are strolling down 

a street in their town one gloomy evening and encounter two very differ-
ent places of business. First they peer into the window of Owen’s watch-
repair shop, which used to be Peter’s own place of business, but which 
has under Owen’s management become a strange cove, a site for hermetic 
withdrawal and delicate but frenetic industry. The interior of the shop is 
illuminated chiefly by Owen’s work lamp, under whose concentrated light 
he labors with steady, near-fanatical intensity, although it is clear to Peter 
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that the object of Owen’s labors is not a timepiece. Owen proves to have 
little regard for such things. In one of Hawthorne’s wonderful touches, we 
are told that all of the beautiful watches on display in the shop window 
have had their faces turned away from the street and into the interior — a 
perfect figure of the shop’s master himself, both in his introspection and 
his utter hostility to any useful aspect that a beautiful thing might evince. 
Peter cannot contain his disgust, and expresses his exasperation with 
Owen’s penchant for “foolery,” his waste of time and talent, while Annie 
defends Owen, though to little effect.

Leaving Owen’s shop, the father and daughter walk for a while and 
finally come to the blacksmith shop of the robust and manly Robert 
Danforth. The contrast could not be more vivid. Through Danforth’s 
open door they see him hard at work, the light of his blazing forge pulsat-
ing with the rhythm of the gasping bellows, alternating between a surge 
of fiery expansion followed by a diminuendo of air-inhaling contraction, 
then followed by another bright blast: a powerful, primal, furnace-like 
image expressing not only the hearty rigors of physical labor, but the 
robust systolic and diastolic alternation of nature itself. Danforth’s work-
shop has the beating heart and breathing lungs of a living thing; it is a 
very practical machine that also mimics the ways of nature.

The implied contrast to Owen’s ethereality and hermeticism could not 
be more pointed. We understand that Robert Danforth is a more “natural” 
man; he is a man of action and practicality, of animal faith and confident 
instinct, who represents the commonsense sanity of the useful life. There 
are even hints in his character of the Greek god Hephaestus, the black-
smith-artisan god of craft and technology, and in that sense Danforth too 
is being represented as an artist — not an artist of the beautiful, but of the 
useful. As Peter Hovenden says, admiringly, he “spends his labor upon a 
reality.” By contrast, Peter dismisses Owen as a silly boy transfixed by the 
allure of “ingenuity,” and by fantastical notions which would “turn the sun 
out of its orbit and derange the whole course of time.” One could say, with-
out irony, that Peter has no use for such a man. Nor can there be any doubt 
which of the two he would prefer as a son-in-law and a husband to Annie.

In all fairness, there seems to be something deeply and disturbingly 
unnatural about Owen, including even his relationship to the proper ends 
of human technology. And it actually is very hard to argue with the vir-
tues that Peter Hovenden commends. Who could disagree that “it is a 
good and a wholesome thing to depend upon main strength and reality, 
and to earn one’s bread with the bare and brawny arm of a blacksmith”? 
Is this not a home truth, affirming the central value of productive labor 
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in our moral lives? And is there not something extreme, ineffable to the 
point of absurdity, and priggishly fastidious and self-absorbed to boot, 
about Owen’s insistence that his “delicate ingenuity” — which all agree is 
remarkable — should only be put to use “for purposes of grace, and never 
with any mockery of the useful. . . . completely refined from all utilitarian 
coarseness”?

There are, in fact, suggestions here and there of a streak of extreme 
romantic anti-industrialism in Owen’s views. He is horrified by the steam 
engine, as well as by most ordinary machinery and even the use of water 
power. He regards the suggestion that his secret “project” might be the 
discovery of a perpetual-motion machine to be grossly insulting, the 
equivalent of asking him to invent “a new kind of cotton machine” — pre-
sumably referring to the cotton gin. In any event, he would want no part 
in the making of such a contrivance.

Such attitudes make Owen extremely ill-cast as a keeper of timepieces, 
despite his evident dexterity with minute and delicate things. For the 
mechanical measurement of time is the very epitome of the useful, since 
its rational ordering of time is the essential grid upon which so much of 
modern industrial life, with its endless schedules, plans, and itineraries, 
is plotted. Such devices do more than measure time; they change time’s 
nature, bringing into being the very kind of time that is to be measured. 
The mechanical timepiece creates a hard and fast distinction between our 
natural experience of time, derived from the diurnal pattern of sunrise 
and sunset, and the rigid and relentless pattern of modern time. As such, 
the mechanical timepiece is a powerful symbol of the colonization of the 
life-world by the imposition of a universal temporal standard, the intru-
sion into all corners of life of the empire of industry and machinery and 
standardization, all for the sake of utility rather than beauty.

Owen is likely to see the matter in just this way, and his having such 
attitudes sets him at odds with his own clientele. The “steady and matter-
of-fact class of people” who care about their clocks hold that “time is not 
to be trifled with,” and do not appreciate Owen’s whimsical additions to 
their sober and practical timekeepers. These are the people for whom the 
slogan “time is money” amounts to one of life’s guiding precepts. But 
Owen cares little about either thing, and thereby leaves himself in an 
exceedingly uncomfortable position. To make his profession the repair of 
watches is to prop up the very order of things against which he so heart-
ily rebels. It means living life as if he were a vegetarian in a slaughter-
house, in exile from his element, in daily violent opposition to his deepest 
convictions.
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To make matters worse, we soon see that Owen is launched (just as 
Peter suspected) into a deep and secret project, something completely 
unrelated to his watchmaking, an undertaking of unimaginable complex-
ity which utterly consumes his life, and which the reader is made to feel is 
almost certainly impossible to complete successfully. This project has for 
him the quality of a religious calling, a pilgrimage around which he has 
organized every aspect of his life and every fiber of his being. Yet he cannot 
share the details of the project or its objectives with anyone, for fear that 
any contact with outsiders will destroy his work. A paranoid-sounding 
fear, but it turns out to be justified. On every occasion in which he shows 
his work to someone, the work-in-progress proves too fragile to with-
stand examination, and is destroyed by being crudely mishandled — again, 
a symbol of the larger society’s coarse sensibility, and its incomprehen-
sion of the artistic mind. When this happens to Owen Warland, the artist 
of the beautiful, he collapses into despair and darkness. Perhaps it is, the 
narrator tells us with an ominous tone, the fate of all such lovely ideas to 
be “shattered and annihilated by contact with the practical.” The reader 
begins to wonder whether this hard and depressing piece of snake-bit 
wisdom is going to turn out to be the lesson that the congenital pessimist 
Hawthorne seeks to drive home with this story.

Add to these things Owen’s passionate but doomed love for Peter’s 
daughter Annie, for the sake of whom Owen claims that all his labors 
were motivated, over whom his heart palpitates uncontrollably whenever 
she is near, but whom he utterly lacks the ability to court plausibly or 
effectively, and whom he eventually loses when she takes the more practi-
cal and sensible route of marrying Robert Danforth the blacksmith — add 
all this in, and you have a recipe for a comprehensively failed life. Here 
too Hawthorne could see himself, vividly remembering his own long and 
lonely bachelorhood, his own futility and incompetence with women, and 
imagining what a woeful desert his own life would surely have become had 
it not been for the intervention of his own miraculous marriage. When he 
describes Owen’s feelings of separation from the multitude, resembling 
that of “the prophet, the poet, the reformer, the criminal,” and he thinks of 
“what a help and strength would it be to him in his lonely toil if he could 
gain the sympathy of the only being whom he loved,” Hawthorne surely 
knew whereof he spoke. Owen’s life represents all too vividly a road that 
Hawthorne himself could have traveled.

In the end, though, Annie deeply disappoints Owen, both in mishan-
dling and misunderstanding his work-in-progress, and then later in mar-
rying Danforth. The announcement of her engagement is so shattering to 
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Owen that it causes him to abandon his great project. “He had lost his faith 
in the invisible,” says Hawthorne, and for a time the spirit “slept” in him. 
Eventually, however — though how it comes about is not explained — the 
spirit reawakens in him, and he regains the desire to return to his obsession 
and complete his project. At the story’s end, the momentarily triumphant 
Owen presents the Danforth family with his completed project, which 
turns out to be a wondrous mechanical butterfly that has taken on the 
attributes of a living being. The butterfly is indeed a thing of spectacular 
and numinous beauty, a heavenly apparition in the pattern of “those which 
hover across the meads of paradise for child-angels and the spirits of 
departed infants to disport themselves with.” Time seems to stand still as 
the Danforth family stands and stares, entranced by its magical presence, as 
it waves and flutters its purple and gold-specked wings and flits and soars 
around the room from person to person. “Well,” exclaims Robert Danforth, 
“that does beat all nature!” He perhaps does not realize how right he is.

And then the blow falls. It is Annie’s own infant son who destroys 
Owen’s finished creation, thoughtlessly crushing it in his hand. We under-
stand at the moment it happens that the object’s re-creation is doomed 
never to be: this is it, finis, for Owen’s project. At that moment, it would 
seem that the entire story of Owen could be read as a pathetic tale of a 
talented man whose life became distorted by its dedication to a ridicu-
lously grandiose and ultimately impossible project, one that defied nature 
in every way. That would seem to make the story a perfect fulfillment of 
the very words Hawthorne penned in that journal entry of 1837.

Giving the story added potency is the depth of Owen’s determination. 
He found himself repeatedly defeated, and with each defeat, he experi-
enced an overwhelming sense of being “ruined.” And yet Owen never gets 
the message, never can accept the futility of what he is trying to achieve, 
never gives up for long. He always returns to his art. Is this admirable 
determination or sheer madness? Indeed, the structure of the story some-
times seems to nudge us toward much the same view of Owen that the 
townsfolk take: as a helpless and obsessive waif who is in some sense too 
delicate for this world, or who has been driven insane, whose mind is in 
the grip of hopelessly unrealistic notions, and whose little magic kingdom 
is doomed to be snuffed out, as all childish things are, by the larger forces 
that always prevail in real life.

Hawthorne continues to hint at his own subtle ambivalence toward 
Owen. In one particularly affecting passage, the narrator tells us that 
“the chase of butterflies was an apt emblem of the ideal pursuit in which 
[Owen] had spent so many golden hours; but would the beautiful idea 














