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Abstract 

James Fenimore Cooper’s 1826 novel The Last of the Mohicans has had a remarkable 

impact on American culture and modern critics have often viewed it as a myth of 

America itself. Cooper’s highly romanticized narrative has partly been seen as the 

less-than-historical “wish-fulfillment” (D.H. Lawrence) of an author who socialized 

in the salons of New York and Paris but dreamt of noble savages in the untamed 

American landscape but also as an expression of America’s difficulties in coming to 

terms with its conquest of the Indians. As a complement to these views, this essay 

attempts to show that the character Natty Bumppo, or Hawkeye, represents the new 

nation’s ambivalent relationship with the surrounding wilderness and therefore 

helplessly torn between vastly different ideals. On one hand, Hawkeye appears to 

show us a less confrontational way of relating to the wilderness: one that implies the 

possibility for man to transform himself and live in spiritual unity with nature—a 

notion that would make Hawkeye the forerunner of the ideals put forth in Ralph 

Waldo Emerson’s 1836 essay “Nature”. But Hawkeye’s relationship with the woods 

and the Indians is complex, self-contradictory and filled with deep inner struggles, 

and he is at other times a merciless figure who divides Indians into good and bad. As 

such, his very character seems to be the embodiment of an American identity that is 

highly conflicted. 

In addition to examining the novel’s depiction of Hawkeye, the Indians and 

the forest, the essay offers a wide historical perspective of the ideas of nature that 

were present or just emerging in Cooper’s time, including those expressed by 

Emerson, as well as their Romantic and Christian influences. By understanding how 

Americans struggled to deal with feelings of guilt and sorrow in the face of the 

perceived decline of the wilderness in the 19
th

 century, we might better understand the 

persisting importance of Cooper’s work. 

Keywords: The Last of The Mohicans; nature; wilderness; Emerson; myth; America 
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In few other periods in time has man been more obsessed with the notion of nature, 

wilderness and civilization than in the early era of expansion in North America in the 

18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. George Stankey maintains that the sheer scope of the scenery 

that met the pioneers was utterly overwhelming and vastly different from anything 

experienced in the Old World. In the settler’s mind, the American wilderness “fit to 

perfection the mental construct fabricated over generations in Europe of a place 

harboring anti-Christian forces“(17). For the emerging nation, gathered under the 

banner of Progress and in the midst of the toilful Westward Movement, the dangers of 

the wild were part of everyday life and nature itself was a formidable obstacle to 

overcome. But to most, Ralph Bogardus notes, it seemed like “a struggle that man 

ought to win” (356). This is the context in which James Fenimore Cooper’s iconic 

1826 novel The Last of the Mohicans: A Narrative of 1757 has often been placed—

namely as an account of the fateful conflict between man and nature that nature is 

bound to lose in order for civilization to progress.  

This, however, was not the only view of nature present in America in the 19
th

 

century. There were a number of individuals contemporary to Cooper who, a decade 

after the publication of Mohicans, proposed another way of relating to nature and 

whose ideas may also be relevant in relation to the novel. They were the 

Transcendentalists, adherents of the philosophical, literary and moral movement that 

sprung up after the 1836 publication of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “Nature”, 

which posited a new way of living in spiritual unity with the landscape; for, as 

Emerson put it, men at the present did not really “see nature” (1112). Ladd and 
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Philips describe the Transcendentalist ideal imagined by Emerson as a new man, 

entirely self-reliant and unrestricted by the bonds of conformity but like a child in his 

appreciation of the spirituality of Nature (35-37). It was a vision that very successfully 

appealed to the rising American spirit of optimism and tied it closely to the American 

landscape (30). In effect, this meant that there were two contrasting ideas of Nature in 

America: one dominated by conflict, apprehension and the fear that it should “lead 

man to succumb to the wildness of his surroundings” and tear down his “thin veneer 

of civilization” (Stankey 17); and the other by an optimistic, sentimental and spiritual 

longing for the unity of Man and Nature.  

The idea of duality has not gone unexplored in interpretations of Cooper’s 

work, and perhaps most notable of the critics addressing it is the author D. H. 

Lawrence. His focus was fixed firmly on the novel’s main character Natty Bumppo—

or Hawkeye—the able white man living among Indians and the self-described “man 

without a cross”. In Lawrence’s eyes, Hawkeye is an ambivalent figure whose every 

fiber is dominated by conflicts between opposing values: Innocence and lust; mercy 

and cruelty; white culture and red; and, perhaps most of all, civilization and nature. It 

is an argument that certainly has its merits, but I will argue that Hawkeye also gives 

voice to the same emerging idealistic view of nature that Emerson was the primary 

champion of. Neither Lawrence nor most other critics normally associate the two with 

each other, but I will attempt to show that parts of Hawkeye’s character are actually 

strikingly similar to the ideals that Emerson and the Transcendentalists would explore 

a few years later—while other parts of his persona are not.  

At one point in the novel, Hawkeye explains his philosophy to the singer 

David Gamut: 

I have heard it said that there are men who read in books to convince 

themselves there is a God. I know not but man may so deform his 

works in the settlement, as to leave that which is so clear in the 

wilderness a matter of doubt among traders and priests.(138)  

With no need for traditional dogmatic religion or the conveniences of civilization, 

Hawkeye—like the ideal man of Transcendentalism—lives in near harmony with 

nature, relying on his own wits and mind and the training he has received from his 

Indian companions. He, more than any other figure in American literature, seems 

ready to acknowledge Emerson’s idea of an “occult relationship between man and 

vegetable” (1113). But Hawkeye is at the same time, as Thomas Philbrick points out, 

“a killer, a slayer” and “a figure in the landscape of a nightmare” who “abides a 
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primitive moral code” to survive in an unforgiving wilderness (17). At times, 

Hawkeye is no more in tune with the Emersonian beauty and spirit of Nature than the 

men and women of civilization with whom he travels.  

The purpose of this essay will therefore be to look at the contradictory 

character of Hawkeye and how he is torn between very different sets of ideals and 

morals in his dealings with Nature and its “children”, the Indians. I will propose that it 

is possible to interpret Hawkeye as a mythical representation of the ambivalence that 

existed in the American national psyche regarding the new nation’s place in the 

wilderness, and that the novel therefore should be put into the wider context of how 

nature and civilization were viewed in America in the early 19
th

 century. To that end, 

I will relate Cooper’s book to the writings of Emerson in “Nature”, for the two 

writers, both in their own way, would come to have a major impact on the way the 

American wilderness is regarded. 

Cooper’s five Leatherstocking Tales, and The Last of the Mohicans in 

particular, have historically been given very mixed receptions by critics, but it is hard 

to deny their popularity with the average reader. When Mohicans was first published 

in 1826, its success propelled James Fenimore Cooper to national and international 

prominence. It was particularly well-received in Europe where it was celebrated as 

one of the greatest examples yet of American literature, with Cooper himself often 

seen as the Walter Scott of the New World, and it attracted such prominent outspoken 

admirers as Honoré de Balzac. Even though Cooper himself stated clearly in the 

preface to the 1832 edition that his ambitions had been purely historical and that the 

reader who picked up his novel expecting an “imaginary and romantic picture of 

things … will probably lay [it] aside, disappointed” (quoted by Clarke, 118), the 

lasting legacy of Mohicans has not been one of history but one of myth, legend and 

symbolism. The novel itself, being one of the most-read pieces of American literature 

ever published, has come to be embedded in the very core of American culture and 

has spawned scores of different adaptations. In Leslie Fiedler’s words, its main 

characters Natty Bumppo and Chingachgook have turned into “mythic figures” who 

have “detached themselves from the texts of Cooper’s books and ... entered the free 

domain of our dreams” (Fiedler 187), remembered as symbols of a conflict between 

nature and civilization deemed to be relevant far beyond the forests of 1750s New 

England.  
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Yet, Cooper also received a substantial amount of negative critique of his 

frontier narratives. The criticism, focusing on the perceived literary, historical and 

social flaws of his work, often came from fellow Americans rather than Europeans 

and it led to his work eventually falling out of favor among scholars. For instance, 

Mark Twain famously exposed Cooper’s many so called “literary offences” in a 

scorching but hilarious essay that has tainted his reputation ever since, and Lewis 

Cass, a general and Democratic politician, complained that Cooper’s idealized Indians 

had very little to do with the real peoples who populated the North American woods 

and prairies. As an instigator and supporter of President Jackson’s Indian Removal 

Act of 1830, Cass has long since been rightfully disregarded, but the critical opinion 

of Cooper remained less than enthusiastic from the late 19
th

 century until well into the 

20
th

, largely due to the impact of Twain’s words. 

D.H. Lawrence’s is the 20
th

 century interpretation that came to be seminal in 

restoring the popularity of Cooper’s work, and the one that tried to explain the origin 

of its astounding cultural status. Devoting a chapter in his 1923 book Studies in 

Classic American Literature to the Leatherstocking Tales, Lawrence ignored 

Cooper’s own claim that Mohicans was a historical narrative and proposed that it 

instead should be read as a “yearning” and “wish-fulfilling” myth; partly a 

manifestation of the author’s own inner longings but also a representation (or perhaps 

the creation) of an essential American myth—namely that of man in the new country 

transcending himself, “slough[ing] his old consciousness” and assuming a new form 

more in harmony with his new surroundings; a form that is able to encompass both 

the white and the red spirits. The question of whether such a transformation is 

possible or not—and what conflicts may arise from that painful process—was viewed 

by him as the central theme in the novel. While Lawrence himself focused mainly on 

the racial and sexual elements of the transformation myth, such as Cooper’s resistance 

to miscegenation, he perhaps overlooked that the same metaphor also accurately 

captured the new idea of the spiritual man of nature that Transcendentalists later 

would suggest. In fact, though it might be by chance, Lawrence’s choice of imagery 

seems to mirror the words of Emerson: “In the woods too, a man cast off his years, as 

the snake his slough, and at what period soever of life, is always a child” (Emerson 

1112).  

Admittedly, the direct link from Cooper to Emerson and the Transcendentalist 

movement might at first glance look more than a little vague, especially considering 
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the temporal and geographical differences between them. When Mohicans was 

published in 1826, neither Emerson nor the circle in and around Boston that would 

come to form the Transcendental Club (including, among others, Fredrick Henry 

Hedge, William Henry Channing and Margaret Fuller) had yet emerged on the 

American intellectual center stage; and even after they did, Cooper was never a 

member, nor did he move in the same milieus as they did. Cooper’s context as an 

author lay instead in New York where he, Washington Irving and William Cullen 

Bryant were known as the “Knickerbocker group”. Cooper’s success was such that it 

is likely that Emerson read Mohicans in his late twenties, but it has not been 

recognized as a major influence on him, and Emerson was generally known to be 

highly critical of fiction. The connection between the two instead lies in how they 

both, though independently and through different ideas and different modes of 

writing, give voice to a rising American sentiment in this period; namely the rejection 

of the predominating Christian notion that the wilderness was inherently dangerous 

and that nature should yield for man in his quest for progress. Cooper expressed these 

feelings, at least partly, through his “wish-fulfilling” alter-ego Hawkeye and his 

multifaceted relationship with the soon-to-be-displaced Indians. Emerson did the 

same through his belief in the spiritual capacity of the forest; that it is in the 

wilderness and not the settlement that man can touch a higher power and “behold 

something as beautiful as his own nature” (1112). 

Both Lawrence and Fiedler have argued that the longevity of Cooper’s work 

lies in the myth of America that he channels through Hawkeye, and there is no doubt 

that The Last of the Mohicans managed to strike a chord in American culture that has 

continued to resonate far longer than Cooper or anyone else could have anticipated. 

But the ideas of nature that are presented in the book did not necessarily originate 

with Cooper, and he was neither the first nor the last writer to focus his creative eye 

on the wilderness. To fully understand the significance of the novel, we must 

therefore explore the origins of the different notions of nature that were present or just 

emerging in America in his time.   

Man and Nature in America 

The task to ascertain the precise historical roots of the various ideas of nature in 19
th

 

century America that affected Cooper and Emerson is a very difficult one, for the 
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wilderness is a widely proliferated concept that has held a special place in the minds 

of men ever since the beginnings of Western culture, and likely before that as well. 

The wilderness, or wild nature, is mentioned extensively in the Bible and it is from 

the very beginning described as the direct opposite of the blessed Garden of Eden. 

After the banishment of Adam and Eve, the wilderness became primarily a place 

“where God’s blessing was absent” and the scene for trials, tribulations and personal 

crises of faith (Stankey 10). For a believer to venture into the wilderness was to leave 

the safety of the Christian community in both body and spirit, as it and paradise were 

seen as not only physical but also “spiritual opposites” (11). This Christian view, 

which had dominated European culture for centuries, was particularly strong in the 

minds of the English Puritans who left the old world to seek refuge in America—and 

it therefore became the primary view in early New England culture as well. The 

Puritans saw it as their duty to “carve a garden from the wilds” (17), and sought by 

creating small, tight-knit and pious communities to isolate and safeguard themselves 

from the terrifying vastness of the continent. For them, the wilderness represented a 

looming Otherness that lay just outside of view, and no aspect of it was more 

frightening than the presence of the “ungodly” Indians. However, the vast landscape 

did at the same time serve an important function for their religious project: by 

contrasting their communities against it, the Puritans could reaffirm themselves of the 

righteousness of their cause. The connection between the Puritans and the wild was 

indeed so strong that their entire self-image has been condensed to the metaphor of an 

“errand into the wilderness”: the story of a small group of believers that departs from 

its peers into a desolate landscape to build up a new and better society—like John 

Winthrop’s “City upon a hill”—that will inspire and set an example for all men. But 

even so, the wild was still limited to being the dangerous space that existed around the 

good Christian society, serving as its antithesis, and it had little value for its own sake. 

The Puritan influence endured in America but it was eventually joined by the 

more secular and worldly quest to claim the riches of the wild—“its timber, its 

minerals, its soils”—in the name of development, and the settlers and pioneers of 

America consequently became the “spearheads of civilization” in its conquest of 

nature (Stankey 18-19). With these lines of thought, the widespread maltreatment of 

the indigenous population became easier to accept and even justify, for the Indians 

both stood outside Christian society and obstructed its march towards material 

progress.  
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The first major objections against these views were to come from several 

different directions in the late 18
th

 and early 19
th

 centuries. On one hand, they came 

from a variety of surging liberal religious movements in New England, like the 

Unitarian movement that was centered in Harvard University’s Divinity School. With 

their rejection of much of the doctrine of the Puritans, they were more inclined than 

the former to see the work of God in the wild rather than the signature of the devil. 

And parallel to them was the growing influence of the European Romantic aesthetic 

movement over American writers and painters. With the Romantic focus on the 

sublimity of nature, as epitomized by writers and poets like Wordsworth, Blake and 

Coleridge, the idea that wilderness could hold a value separate from that of religious 

symbolism and secular hunt for riches finally began to be acknowledged. 

For Cooper personally, the influence came both from America and Europe. He 

was born and raised in the New York frontier town of Cooperstown, founded by and 

named after his father, and he grew up spending time in the same landscape that he 

would later revisit in his books. His literary influences were primarily European and 

one writer stands out as more important than the rest: Scotland’s Sir Walter Scott, the 

author who, for all intents and purposes, had come to define the genre of historical 

romance that Cooper was to venture into. In Waverley (1814) and a few of Scott’s 

other novels, it is the Scottish Highlands that play the role of the ancient landscape in 

which the heroic tale of a long-lost clan society plays out. In a typically Romantic 

way and as previously seen in the works of Goethe, the landscape evokes such 

emotions as passion, zeal and nostalgia and is therefore in perpetual conflict with the 

rational values of modern civilization—and the sympathy of the reader was expected 

to lie with the former. Fusing myth with history, Scott was able to create appealing 

stories that incorporated a Romantic sublime landscape with a sentimental nostalgia 

for a people and time tragically lost. Cooper—like his friend Washington Irving 

before him—let himself be inspired by Scott when he crafted his own vision of the 

history-myth, although his was populated with Indians rather than Highlanders.  

The idea that would eventually lead to The Last of the Mohicans first came to 

Cooper in in the summer of 1824 when he was visiting the real Glens Falls in New 

York together with some friends from England (McDougall, ch 1). The Falls were 

even then visibly changed by the hands of man, having become a popular destination 

for excursions, but Cooper vividly imagined how the scenery might have appeared 

before it was touched (or tainted) by civilization, and was suggested by one of the 
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Englishmen to include the scene in a romance. Despite what he eventually ended up 

with, Cooper’s original ambition was mainly to transfer the European Romantic 

sensibilities of Scott to a new and interesting setting and he did not strive to create 

something uniquely American.  

Emerson, the son of a Unitarian minister and himself ordained at Harvard 

Divinity School, was firmly rooted in the Massachusetts liberal Christian tradition and 

its worldview, but he was, even there, unorthodox in the way he looked for God and 

spirituality outside of the confines of the church. In the early 1830s, now in his late 

twenties and having withdrawn from organized religion, he like Cooper visited 

Europe and was also inspired by its Romantic movement. While Cooper—who had 

already made his mark with Pioneers and Mohicans—was wholly preoccupied in 

Paris by his wish to be recognized as “le grand écrivain américain” (Lawrence), 

Emerson was still searching for inspiration high and wide. He traveled extensively 

and visited Carlyle, Wordsworth and Coleridge in England; men whose impact on 

him would be apparent in “Nature”. From them and from the German philosopher 

Immanuel Kant (as mediated primarily through Coleridge) came a radically new 

appreciation of nature as something metaphysical rather than physical. A step further 

than the Romantic view of it as a space to idealize and sentimentalize or admire in 

awe, nature was here found to mirror the inner workings of each and every human 

being—what Emerson would come to formulate as the “radical correspondence 

between visible things and human thoughts” (1119). Thomas Dunlap describes 

Emerson’s new idea as the belief that an individual by spending time in the wild could 

“glimpse … the foundations of the world”, and that “no guide, no priest, no tradition” 

was needed to fully “understand nature”—the only thing necessary was “… instincts 

and good hearts” (48-49). It was now, for the first time, up to every human being to 

forge their own personal bond with the wilderness. But the true meaning of the beauty 

of the wild did not lie in the scenery or that which could be acknowledged by human 

senses, but rather on a higher level: it was by embracing the spirit of nature one could 

realize the full potential inherent in the individual. Stankey argues that the untouched 

wilderness was essential for Emerson’s ideas; for the more “uncontaminated the 

natural setting”, the better it would be able to “facilitate achievement of spiritual 

insight and moral improvement” (21). 

 One of Emerson’s tenets was that nature and soul were intrinsically 

connected and that the universe therefore was “the property of every individual in 
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it”—but everyone could do with that gift what they pleased. A man may “creep into 

the corner and abdicate from his kingdom, as most men do” or assume his true 

potential and claim what he is entitled to “by his constitution” (Emerson 1116). His 

was not necessarily a call to physically leave civilization and live in the wilderness, 

but rather one to join nature in spirit. Emerson’s nature stood for beauty, virtue and 

goodness and a man would become one with it by committing good and virtuous 

deeds and living in accordance with its spirit. The values were universal and it did not 

matter what class, nation, religion or race one belonged to: every single human being 

could achieve this unity with the universe and the “Oversoul”. To live without nature, 

on the other hand, was to be lacking virtue and beauty in one’s life.  

Dunlap argues that Emerson and his ideas became so important in American 

life because they emerged at the precise moment when wilderness and wild country 

“dwindled”; pioneers and settlers were at the time steadily furthering the cause of 

civilization throughout the continent, and the nation as a whole was heading towards 

an “industrialized” and “urban future” (Dunlap 48). But while its people and culture 

were in the midst of this radical transformation, the thought of what was being 

forsaken and lost in the process became more and more troubling. Emerson had 

therefore tapped into a need that neither traditional religion nor worldly materialism 

had managed to fill. His passionate beliefs that “going to nature meant going home” 

and that man in his time “labor in society but long for Nature” (Dunlap 47) came to 

have a long-lasting impact in America: they would, along with the later words of his 

friend Henry David Thoreau in Walden (1855), define a new way of looking at 

America itself and its place in the wilderness. The realization of the promise that the 

new nation presented would only come once Americans had learned to embrace 

nature rather than fear or exploit it. 

When viewing Cooper and The Last of the Mohicans in the light of these 

different views of nature, it is of course necessary to remember that the latter 

Transcendentalist ideas were formulated after its publication, so they must not be 

thought of as Cooper’s direct influences. Yet, Cooper lived in the same era of rapid 

transformation from rural to urban life as Emerson did and he found himself 

entangled in the same clash between the values of nature and civilization. Mohicans, 

as a product of its time, is teeming with the effects of this conflict and it manages to 

give voice to a multitude of opposing views of America’s place in the wild—

including some which seem very idealistic. Cooper’s own philosophy may have stood 
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far from that of Emerson, but as they shared some of the same European Romantic 

influences, it is possible to make out some foreshadowing embryo of the 

Transcendentalist line of thought in the words and actions of Hawkeye. 

The man without a cross 

Hawkeye is arguably the most important character in the novel, but also the most 

enigmatic, and understanding him is key to understanding Cooper’s vision. When we 

are introduced to him deep in the dim and muffled forest, he is engaged in discussion 

with his two Mohican companions Chingachgook and Uncas, and it is immediately 

clear that he represents something different from the white men of the settlement. Far 

from exhibiting fear or a wish to dominate the Indians, he positions himself as their 

equal, or even their humble student, and distances himself from his own kin: 

I am not a prejudiced man, nor one who vaunts himself on his natural 

privileges, though the worst enemy I have on earth, and he is an 

Iroquois, daren’t deny that I am genuine white … and I am willing to 

own that my people have many ways, of which, as an honest man, I 

can’t approve. (35) 

Though always anxious not to abandon his “genuine white” heritage and identity, 

Hawkeye is still able to express views that would alienate him from his white peers if 

uttered in a settlement tavern and not in the deeps of the woods. He speaks highly of 

the value of knowledge gathered by a man’s own fine-tuned senses in the wild—as 

opposed to “learning the names of black marks” in the books of white men—and he 

displays little need for the formalized worship of God in a church. Overall, he seems 

to share much of the philosophy of his companions. The common view among almost 

all the settlers we meet, however, is that most if not all Indians are savages, specters 

and devils. For a “pure” blonde maiden such as Alice—who is a woman of 

civilization and shares its traditional Christian view of the wild—the mere prospect of 

having to look one in the eyes is beyond terrifying and would force her to use every 

bit of that ”stock of hereditary courage” which she possesses (22). Viewed in that 

light, Hawkeye’s bond with the two Mohicans is a truly remarkable departure from 

the norm, and an indication of the possibility of a less antagonistic relationship 

between the white man and the red. His benevolent attitude does however come with 

an unspoken and implacable constraint: It is reserved solely for the Good Indians—

that is, the Mohicans, Delawares and Lenapes. For the Bad Indians, variably named 
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the Huron, Iroquois or Mingo, Hawkeye has nothing but cruel hatred and 

vengefulness, to an extent that is unmatched even by the most ardent Indian hunter. 

To them, he is not the attentive student and equal, but “Le Longue Carbine”; the killer 

of their sons and, as Philbrick claims, “a figure in the landscape of a nightmare” (17) 

whose very name will generate wild whoops of fear and hatred. It is a duality in his 

character that he himself seems unwilling to sort out, or indeed even acknowledge, 

but his actions no doubt put in question his own assertion that he is “not a prejudiced 

man”.  

Perhaps Hawkeye is a man who shouldn’t so readily be trusted in his own 

self-judgment, for the same discrepancy between his words and his actions will recur 

frequently throughout the novel. For instance, there is the moving scene in the cave at 

Glens Falls just before the first skirmish with the Huron, when Hawkeye’s emotions 

are betrayed by his reaction to the song of Alice, Cora and David: 

But the scout, who had placed his chin in his hand, with an expression 

of cold indifference, gradually suffered his rigid features to relax, until, 

as verse succeeded verse, he felt his iron nature subdued, while his 

recollection was carried back to boyhood, when his ears had been 

accustomed to listen to similar sounds of praise, in the settlements of 

the colony. His roving eyes began to moisten, and before the hymn was 

ended scalding tears rolled out of fountains that had long seemed dry, 

and followed each other down those cheeks, that had oftener felt the 

storms of heaven than any testimonials of weakness. (68-69) 

For a single moment, the stoic man of the wild lifts his mask and lets us glimpse a 

part of himself that he otherwise keeps well hidden, a part that reveals how much a 

man must forsake to live in the wilderness as he does. But just as sudden as it 

appeared, the moment is gone again, as “a cry that seemed neither human nor earthy” 

(69) calls him back to the physical world. Hawkeye refastens his mask and will later 

go on to happily mock the singer David for carrying a pitch-pipe—“the little tooting 

we'pon of the singer” (220)—and not a real rifle, and even threatens to use the 

otherwise “useless” instrument as firewood. It is as if his “testimonial of weakness” in 

the cave never happened.  

Later, after Hawkeye has reassumed the role of the self-reliant and confident 

man of the wild, it appears that there is little that he cannot do. His eyes are keen, his 

aim with a rifle is true and his senses are finely attuned to the sounds of the woods, as 

they would be for a man “whose life and death depend on the quickness of his ears” 

(72-73). Still, the sense lingers that Hawkeye overemphasizes his own abilities and 
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that his knowledge of the world around him is in reality far from complete; a feeling 

that is reinforced by the fact that it is not he who finally figures out the source of the 

shriek from the wild, but Heyward (73). By these and other similar lapses into 

weakness and inability, Hawkeye seems to give evidence that he has not yet managed 

to fully “slough his skin” and transform himself from a man of civilization to one of 

wilderness, but is stuck in limbo somewhere in between. 

In the previously referred to discussion about religion with David Gamut, he 

reveals that he sees little point for scripture or rituals or churches. As a man who, 

according to David, has “imbibed his faith from the lights of nature” and “eschewed 

all subtleties of doctrine” (139), Hawkeye truly seems like the forerunner for a new 

spiritual outlook on life and nature. His character is however kept from becoming an 

all-out idealist by the pragmatism needed to survive in an unhospitable environment, 

and he will not hesitate to kill in cold blood when the situation calls for it. As opposed 

to Emerson who imagined his new ideal man while living in the safe and prosperous 

(and white) town of Concord, Massachusetts, Hawkeye is put in the thick of a 

dangerous reality and has to adapt to it—or die. It might not be so surprising in these 

circumstances that he comes forth as a “principle of action” rather than a “repository 

of value” (Philbrick 39) and that he never fully formulates his philosophy.  

The children of the magical forest 

If we were to closely examine the forest in Mohicans, we would find that it a very 

elusive one. At times it comes forth as almost dreamlike, lacking much of the dirt, the 

grit and the visceral qualities that one might associate with the wilderness—but at 

others, it is dark, primitive and dangerous, almost verging on the gothic. Fiedler found 

that this is because Cooper’s forest is a mainly “abstract” one and not one rooted in 

reality, as Cooper was only interested in “the symbolic … and ideal” (176). He quotes 

Cooper saying that: 

There’s a widespread error in the subject of American scenery … the 

world has come to attach to it an idea of grandeur, a word that is in 

nearly every case misapplied. The scenery of that portion of the 

American continent that has fallen to the share of the Anglo-Saxon 

race very seldom rises to a scale that merits the term. (Quoted by 

Fiedler, 176) 

It is definitely unexpected that Cooper, the author whose vivid landscapes has come to 

be synonymous with the very idea of the pristine American wilderness, should admit 
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that he himself does not ascribe much importance to the real scenery of the continent. 

If that is the case, then why write about it at all? Lawrence provides one possible 

explanation when he emphasizes the distance that always seems to exist between 

Cooper and the subjects he writes about, postulating that Cooper finds it “easier to 

love America passionately … through the wrong end of the telescope”. According to 

Lawrence, Cooper was more firmly rooted in Europe and in European sensibilities 

than he ever was on his home soil—no matter how much he liked to pretend 

otherwise—and it is something that shows in his vision. The landscape in Mohicans is 

therefore not necessarily the real American one but rather Cooper’s idea of what it 

must look like in order to accommodate the Romantic myth he sought to create—just 

as Walter Scott before him had tailored the Scottish landscape for his needs. And it 

was a necessary act, for reality could never compete with the beau ideal in Cooper’s 

mind. Fiedler, too, has realized this when he continues his argument, saying that 

Cooper was in fact “withdrawing further and further from [the American landscape]” 

when he appeared to be moving closer (183). What Cooper ended up with according 

to Fiedler was a “magical forest” or a “midsummer night’s dream” where: 

no mosquito bites, no ant crawls, the charmed underbrush itself relents 

and will not tear the clothes or mar the looks of the two girls who 

without soap or comb or brush must maintain their symbolic beauty, 

light or dark, unblemished. (198) 

Or as Lawrence put it: “Pictures! Some of the loveliest, most glamorous pictures in all 

literature…. Alas, without the cruel iron of reality!” The “pictures” that Cooper 

“paints” are indeed both memorable and dramatic, but their primary function seem to 

be to enhance the emotional and moral impact of his story. As a result, Cooper’s 

forest is constantly changing its appearance and adapting to the many twist and turns 

of the plot. One noteworthy example of this can be seen in the aftermath of the 

massacre at Fort Henry, when the forest itself appears to be in uproar against what has 

just transpired there: 

A frightful change had also occurred in the season. The sun had hid its 

warmth behind an impenetrable mass of vapor, and hundreds of human 

forms, which had blackened beneath the fierce heats of August, were 

stiffening in their deformity before the blasts of a premature 

November. The curling and spotless mists, which had been seen sailing 

above the hills toward the north, were now returning in an interminable 

dusky sheet, that was urged along by the fury of a tempest. The 

crowded mirror of the Horican was gone; and, in its place, the green 

and angry waters lashed the shores, as if indignantly casting back its 

impurities to the polluted strand. Still the clear fountain retained a 
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portion of its charmed influence, but it reflected only the somber gloom 

that fell from the impending heavens. That humid and congenial 

atmosphere which commonly adorned the view, veiling its harshness, 

and softening its asperities, had disappeared, the northern air poured 

across the waste of water so harsh and unmingled, that nothing was left 

to be conjectured by the eye, or fashioned by the fancy. (213) 

In Cooper’s world, it appears as if an act of violence among humans—if terrible 

enough—has the power to transform the very face of nature itself. Here, as if in a 

nightmare, the whole landscape reflects and reacts “indignantly” to the horrendous 

scene it had witnessed. Even the weather and the seasons are affected, as the “fierce 

heats of August” are unnaturally replaced by the chilling mists of a “premature 

November”, and the surface of the Horican is whipped up into a frenzy by “harsh” 

northern winds. Every part of the scene, from the blackened human bodies to the 

“green and angry” waters, comes together in a single, unanimous and thunderous 

condemnation of the atrocities of the Hurons—and it is a powerful image indeed. In 

fact, the scene seems very much like the literary equivalent of a dramatic Romantic 

landscape painting—and that is perhaps how we should view Cooper’s forest as a 

whole. Maybe we must simply accept the dreamlike qualities of Cooper’s literary 

landscapes—just as we can admire a painting for the emotions it stirs up in the 

beholder—without putting too much significance in its fidelity to reality. 

When it comes to the Indians of the novel, regardless if they are noble and 

pure beings or dangerous brutes, they at first seem to be inseparably intertwined with 

the wilderness itself in the minds of white characters. The dark appearances of the 

Hurons moving soundlessly and almost supernaturally in and out of the shadows of 

the forest present a truly terrifying vision; a haunting presence that never gives the 

Europeans any rest or lets them know where it will appear next. Constant vigilance is 

always required by the white men and women when they venture into the forest under 

the guidance of Hawkeye, for they may at any time hear the war cry and find 

themselves surrounded and outnumbered by fierce painted warriors hunting for their 

scalps.  

However, the mass of bad Indians does not forever remain anonymous: it is 

given a face and a leader in the form of Magua, the scorned and humiliated but 

exceptionally cunning and dangerous Huron chief. Magua is driven by a highly 

personal desire for revenge and is therefore unique among the antagonists of the novel 

in being provided with a complex background and explanation for his acts. He blames 
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many for his misfortunes: the “palefaces” for teaching him to drink the “firewater”; 

his own tribe for banishing and pursuing him; and the “righteous” General Munro for 

having him “whipped like a dog” and shamed in front of his peers (119-120). If we 

are to believe Magua’s story, then his malice does not seem predestined or like an 

unavoidable consequence of his savage nature, but rather understandable given all the 

wrongs that other men (white and red) have done unto him.  

We as readers might be prone to see the character of Magua as tragic or even 

pathetic and worthy of our sympathy, but Hawkeye makes it abundantly clear that he 

does not. In his mind, there are no excuses and no mitigating factors for a Huron: “A 

Mingo is a Mingo, and God having made him so, neither the Mohawks nor any other 

tribe can alter him” (45). Likewise, when Heyward encounters Magua in the cave 

after the skirmish at Glens Falls, he sees no sympathetic qualities in the Indian’s 

face—only “malignant, fierce and savage features” (103). The two men’s sentiments 

are not uncommon or surprising in the historical setting of the novel—they would 

have been the norm—but if we were to look at Hawkeye as the representative of a 

new ideal, it is an attitude that shows how conflicted he is and how far he has yet to 

go.  

The relationship between the Europeans and the good Indians is strikingly 

similar to that of the bad, only inverted: Just as Magua and his Hurons seem unable to 

earn the white men’s sympathy no matter how they are wronged, the Mohicans 

remain noble and innocent despite whatever trespasses they commit. When Heyward 

and the sisters encounter the Mohican Uncas for the first time, they see something 

diametrically different from the untrustworthy appearance of Magua: a countenance 

that is not devilish but rather “proud and determined, though wild” (61). Here, “wild” 

carries only positive connotations and implies something pure and free and 

uncorrupted, implicitly contrasted against the faults of white civilization. What is 

overlooked is that throughout the story, the Mohicans will almost match the Hurons in 

acts of brutality; but unlike the latter, they will always appear strangely blameless for 

their deeds, as though they are unable to do wrong. Hawkeye dresses the moral 

relativism in words when, regarding the scalping of a young French sentry by 

Chingachgook, he says that “[t]would have been a cruel and an unhuman act for a 

white-skin; but ‘tis the gift and natur’ of an Indian, and I suppose it should not be 

denied” (162). Thus, the Mohicans are able to get away with the very same sort of 

violence for which the Hurons are immensely despised and feared. 
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It appears as if the division between good and bad Indians in the novel is not 

founded on the actions of the Indians in question, but rather the effect of some 

preconceived notion in the minds of the European characters that such a dichotomy is 

necessary. The existence of the multifaceted Magua might be proof that Cooper was 

in fact aware of the complex mesh of guilt that spans both ways between Indians and 

Europeans, but it does not stop him from letting his supposedly transformed man be 

the most dogmatic and black-and-white in his condemnation of the Huron chief.  

Hawkeye should, if anyone, be able to understand the motivations of an Indian who 

lives in the same wilderness as he does, but his mind is always limited to this 

European idea of duality. Throughout the book he remains “an apostle of distinctions, 

of ineradicable lines that separate races and tribes [and] of fixed moral categories” 

(Philbrick 39) and simply cannot allow an Indian to be both good and bad.  

The author’s feeling of guilt or sorrow in the face of the decline of America’s 

Indians is always present, but it is overshadowed by his anxieties, and therefore only 

ever permitted to manifest itself in the well-established trope of the noble savage. By 

dividing them into good and bad, noble and ignoble, Cooper can allow himself to 

sentimentalize the supposed loss of the Indians without necessarily having to question 

the mechanisms behind it, or in any other way jeopardize the American self-image. 

The fact that the novel is set 70 years before Cooper’s own time further ties into 

this—and it was a conscious choice of Cooper’s to make it so, for the Indian issue 

was really no less relevant in the 1820s than it had been in the 1750s. At the time of 

the novel’s conception, the real Indians were still very much there, trying their best to 

make their presence known and their protesting voices heard. Many tribes were 

indeed being driven from their homelands but independent Indian nations were still 

numerous in the 1820s and it would be many years still before their ultimate fate 

would become a matter for history books. If he had wanted to, Cooper could thus 

have found any number of contemporary settings for his novel—but they did not 

interest him. Instead, he creates his own myth which insists that the last of the “good” 

Indians, Chingachgook, had died disillusioned and heirless at the turn of the 18
th

 

century and that the noble, natural values of the Mohicans died with him. Any 

survivors to Cooper’s day are consequently the heirs of the Hurons and the Iroquois—

the “bad” Indians—and not representative of the virtues of the “true” Indians who are 

forever and inescapably lost. Rather than being the catalyst for the white man to 

redeem himself and change his ways, the life and death of Cooper’s noble savages 
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thus only manages to further solidify the status quo and let the author escape the guilt 

once more.  

The reason why the The Last of the Mohicans has persisted in American 

culture like few other novels of its time lies less in its sometimes disorientating plot 

and more in how it brings to surface a conflict of identity that has persisted to this 

day. The idea of Nature has always taken on a special importance for America, being 

a nation founded in the wilderness, and to define it was in many ways to define the 

nation itself. In the 1820s and 1830s, the United States was in rapid transformation—

economically, culturally and socially—but it was above all a place of enormous 

contrasts. Pioneers were beginning to settle the vast territories acquired in the 

Louisiana Purchase but life in the United States proper was at the same time 

becoming increasingly modern and urbanized. The continued westward expansion 

was still a perilous endeavor for the settlers, but those who like Emerson and Cooper 

lived in prosperous towns in Massachusetts or New York saw less and less of the wild 

nature that dominated everyday life on the frontier, and even less of the Indians; the 

wilderness, both dangerous and alluring, seemed to be disappearing before their very 

eyes, rapidly replaced by modernity and industrialization. The strong sense of loss 

that they felt in the face of this ongoing separation from the wild stemmed from 

mainly European Romantic sensibilities, and it eventually led to the conviction that 

instead it must be possible, somehow, for the American man to re-invent himself and 

return to nature. As a rejection of the Puritan heritage and an alternative to the 

predominating conflict-driven view of nature, it was an idea that came to be hugely 

important for the American self-image, but it was always slightly removed from the 

real forests and the real Indians. The ambivalent nature of Hawkeye shows just how 

difficult it is to live up to the promise of such ideals. 

To fully embrace nature and live according to the words of Emerson, we must 

first slough our old forms and preconceptions and make room for a new 

understanding—but it is not an easy thing to do. Throughout The Last of the 

Mohicans, one can almost sense how Cooper longs to let Hawkeye, Uncas and 

Chingachgook be the victorious standard-bearers of the new ideal, but in the end it is 

not allowed to be. The distance between Cooper’s salons in New York and Paris and 

the North American forests proves to be too great, and his anxieties too deeply rooted. 

As a consequence, Cooper’s Indians remain either good or bad, all racial distinctions 

remain un-blurred, Hawkeye remain limited by old European morals and the status 
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quo is ultimately preserved. At the end of the novel, it is instead the unrelenting forces 

of modernity that prevail, and it is understood that America will go on to create its 

future without any consideration of the natural values that it lost. Hawkeye, however, 

lives on in American culture as a myth, and as such he has been far more important 

than Cooper ever could have dreamed. In him, we can see America’s self-image 

embodied, complete with all its inner conflicts which persist to this day—but also an 

alluring glimpse of what might have been.  
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