
I know my claim for the usefulness of literature must 
seem like a claim raised too late for an art form too out
moded. But to say that we can learn more from the 
accumulated wisdom of the past than from the pooled igno
rance of the present should not seem an unreasonable claim. 
I'll take my stand with Stephen Spender who wrote in 
"Statistics": 

Lady, you think too much of speeds, 
Pulleys and cranes swing in your mind; 
The Woolworth Tower has made you blind 

To Egypt and the pyramids. 

Too much impressed by motor-cars 
You have a false historic sense . 
But I, perplexed at God's expense 

Of electricity on stars, 

From Brighton pier shall weigh 
And count the sands along the 
Despise all moderns, thinking 

Of Shakespeare and Praxiteles. 

the seas, 
shore: 
more 

I'd want The Word that Eliot refers to also, to put the 
stars and Shakespeare in proper perspective. But I do 
want knowledge of literature. The future is less of a 
shock to the man who knows where his race has been and 
where his race is leading him. 

Writer In Residence 
muttering 
master of parentheses, 
he wears his desk 
like an overcoat 
two sizes too small 

tornadoes rummage 
his eyebrows, 
his hair a snow cloud 
lost s ince 
sometime in the last century 

twice a day 
pockets crammed with searchlights 
he stalks the ferocious siljnce 
the shadows of unbelievers 
just beyond the door 

MARK VINZ 
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On The Function Of "The Custom House" 
in Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter 

By Claude Brew 
Gustavus Adolphus College 

The function of "The Custom House" in Hawthorne's 
The Scarlet Letter is a matter of considerable uncertainty. 
Editors sometimes omit it, and critics usually dismiss it 
as either a lame attempt on Hawthorne's part to establish 
the historicity of his tale or to relieve its gloom. In 
omitting it from The Portable Hawthorne, Malcolm Cowley 
explains: 

He [Hawthorne] was afraid that the public 
would be repelled by this intense monotone, 
so he prefaced the book with a long humorous 
account of his adventures in the custom 
house . l 

In summarizing critical treatments of ''The Custom House," 
Sam S. Baskett points out that even critics who have given 
it "a closer look" tend to 

relegate it to a precariously tangential 
position in relation to the principal 
part of the book. The implication is that 
the reader of The Scarlet Letter, if he 
likes, may legitimately ignore "The Custom 
House." 

Baskett and others 3 go on to give "The C_ustom House" a 
fuller treatment, seeing it as extension and clarification 
of the main tale or s ome of its themes, or as ironic 
counterpoint. 

It is not my intention here to quarrel with any of 
these theories concerning "The Custom House." They al 1, as 
a ma tter of fact, have a certain validity. One need go 
no farther than the sketch itself , or perhaps some of 
Hawthorne's letters, to find support for any of the views 
so far expressed. The re ader with sufficient determination 
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can undoubtedly read "The Custom House" and judge it 
irrelevant to The Scarlet Letter.: The reader who sees the 
sketch as an autobiographical statement concerning 
Hawthorne's literary attitudes needs hardly to go beyond 
the first paragraph. In the second paragraph Hawthorne 
argues, much as Defoe did in Moll Flanders, that he wants 
to assume his "true position as editor."'' Here is Austin 
Warren's "device to promote verisimilitude." For those 
who see the sketch as Hawthorne's literary revenge for 
being thrust from the custom house by the spoils system, 
Hawthorne clearly lashes out at a system that treated him 
as it did: 

But she [the Federal Eagld has no great 
tenderness, even in her best of moods, and,. 
sooner or later,--oftener soon than late,-
is apt to fling off her nestlings with a 
scratch of her claw, a dab of her beak, 
or a rankling wound from her barbed arrows. 
(p. 7) 

Later, near the end of the sketch, he refers directly to 
his expulsion by the victorious Whigs and observes: 

There are few uglier traits of human 
nature than this tendency--which I now 
witness in men no worse than their 
neighbours--to grow cruel, merely 
because they possess the power of inflicting 
hann. If the guillotine, as applied to · 
office-holders, were a literal fact, 
instead of one of the most apt of metaphors, 
it is my sincere belief, that the active 
members of the victorious party were 
sufficiently excited to have chopped off 
all our heads, and have thanked Heaven for 
the opportunity. (p. 43) 

For the many who see "The Custom House" as an effort 
to soften the effects of The Scarlet ·Letter, Hawthorne 
apologizes for the "sombreaspect" of his romance: 

Even yet, though my though ts were ultimately 
much absorbed in the task, it wears, to my 
eye, a stern and.sombre aspect; too much 
ungladdened by genial sunshine; too iittle 
relieved by the tender and familiar 
influences which soften almost every scene 
of nature and real life, and, undoubtedly, 
should soften every picture of them. (p. 46) 
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Indeed, "The Custom House" does serve to soften the effect 
of The Scarlet Letter, for humor and a wann geniality 
abound, especially when he sketches the customs house 
officials and employees. 

The view that the sketch presents Hawthorne's 
struggle to escape the stultifying influence of his life 
at the custom house finds much support in the sketch. 
Hawthorne ref!'ects a number of times to the effect that : 

My imagination was a tarnished mirror. 
It would not reflect, or only with 
miserable dimness, the figures with which 
I did my best to people it. The characters 
of the narrative would not be wanned and 
rendered malleable, by any heat that I 
could kindle at my intellectual forge. They 
would take neither the flow of passion nor the 
tenderness of sentiment, but retained all 
the rigidity of dead corpses, and stared 
me in the face with a fixed and ghostly 
grin of contemptuous defiance. "What have 
you to do with us?" that expression seemed 
to say. "The little power you might once 
have possessed over the tribe of unrealities 
is gone! You have bartered it for a pittance 
of the public gold. Go, then, and earn 
your wages!" (p. 37) 

By the end of the sketch, however, Hawthorne is able to say, 
•~eace be with the world! My blessing on my friends! My 
forgiveness to my enemies! For I am in the realm of quiet! 
The life of the Custom-House lies like a dream behind me." 
(p. 46) 

Again it is not my purpose here to quarrel with any 
of these views of "The Custom House." Instead, following 
their example,I should like to seize upon a key passage and 
use it as the basis from which to suggest sti 11 another 
approach to the sketch. In reading "The Custom House," I 
was struck by a number of imp.lications in the following 
passage: 

Moonlight, in a familiar room, falling so 
white upon the carpet, and showing all its 
figures so distinctly,--making every object 
so minutely visible, yet so unlike a 
morning noontide visibility,--is a medium 
the most suitable for a romance-writer 
to get acquainted with his illusive guests . 
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There is the little domestic scenery of the 
well-known apartment; the chairs, with each 
its separate individuality; the centre-table, 
sustaining a work-basket, a volume or two, 
and an extinguished lamp; the sofa; the book
case; the picture on the wall;--all these 
details, so completely seen, are so spiritu
alized by the unusual light, that they seem 
to lose their actual substance, and become 
things of intellect. Nothing is too small or 
too trifling to undergo this change, and 
acquire dignity thereby. A child's shoe; 
the doll, seated in her little wicker carriage; 
the hobby-horse;--whatever, in a word, has been 
used or played with, during the day, is now 
invested with a quality of strangeness and 
remoteness, though still almost as vividly 
present as by daylight. Thus, therefore, the 
floor of our familiar room has become a neutral 
territory, somewhere between the real world 
and fairy-land, where the Actual and the 
Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with 
the nature of the other. (p. 38) 

The question I should like to consider in relation to this 
passage is: Could it be that "The Custom House'' is to 
function for the reader in much the same manner as does the 
study for Hawthorne, as artist? Could the sketch provide 
for the reader the same kind of "neutral territory," 
between the "real world and fairy-land," that the study 
provides for Hawthorne. "The Custom House " viewed in 
this manner becomes a narthex.-before the inner sanctuary 
that is The Scarlet Letter, providing a means of transition 
from the everyday world in which the reader habitually 
moves, and that "fairy-land," which he must enter to partake 
as fully as possible in the drama of The Scarlet Letter. 
Isn't it always necessary, in order to respond meaningfully 
to a literary work, for the reader to partake of the 
creative act? Hawthorne says: 

It was a folly, with the materiality of this 
daily life pressing so intrusively upon me, 
to attempt to fling myself back into another 
age; or to insist on creating the semblance 
of a world out of airy matter, when, at every 
moment, the impalpable beauty of my soap
bubble was broken by the rude contact of 
some actual circumstance. (p. 40) 
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Hawthorne says he found it impossible to create The Scarlet 
Letter without first finding his way into that "neutral 
territory" that at least partly removed him from "this 
daily life." This ground was reached temporarily in his 
study, by the transforming power of "moonbeams"· the 
reader, it seems to me, may reach the neutral t;rritory 
through "The Custom House." 

An example of "The Custom House" functioning as 
neutral territory might be observed by a consideration of 
the scene, in the sketch, in which Hawthorne discovers 
the scarlet letter. Rummaging in the attic of the custom 
house, he happens upon a package containing (so he tells 
us) a manuscript and "a certain affair of fine red cloth, 
much worn and faded." (p. 34) Uncertain what the scarlet 
letter was used for, he begins to examine it in much the 
same way that any man, thoroughly grounded in the "real 
world," might. He measures it (in Wordsworthian fashion): 
"By an accurate measurement, each limb proved to be 
precisely th:ee inches and a quarter in length." (p. 34) 
He then considers various possibilities of what its use 
mig~t have been, and, finally, concludes that its mystery 
is insoluble. But then he remarks: 

And yet it strangely interested me. My 
eyes fastened themselves upon the old scarlet 
letter, and would not be turned 
aside. Certainly, there was some deep 
meaning in it, most worthy of interpretation, 
and which, as it were, streamed forth from 
the mystic symbol, subtly communicating 
itself to my sensibilities, but evading 
the analysis of my mind. 

While thus perplexed, --and cogitating, 
among other hypotheses, whether the letter 
might not have been one of those decorations 
which the white men used to contrive in 
order to take the eyes of Indians,--I 
happened to place it on my breast. It 
seemed to me,--the reader may smile, but must 
not doubt my word,--it seemed to me then, that 
I experienced a sensation not altogether 
physical, yet almost so, as of burning heat; 
and as if the letter were not of red cloth 
but red-hot iron. I shuddered, and ' 
involuntarily let it fall upon the floor . 
(p. 34) 

The unprepared reader, dwelling in the "real world," might 
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well smile at this scene, as Hawthorne anticipates. Yet, 
in the context of "The Custom House," we don't smile, and 
when the sketch is considered in close conjunction with The 
Scarlet Letter, as Baskett suggests, this scene takes on-
an even iiioreserious significance.S Later, in The Scarlet 
Letter, we again see the letter '-'burning" on someone's 
breast, and here Hawthorne does not tell the reader he may 
smile--and we don't. "Moonbeams, 11 --the products of 
Hawthorne's imagination, --have transformed "The Custom House" 
into a neutral territory, in which, with one foot still 
firmly grounded in "the Actual," the reader can at the same 
time recognize and accept the significance of a scene, 
such as this, that partakes of the imaginary. 

Hawthorne, by a number of carefully placed and 
imaginative flights into the past, is able to transform 
"The Custom House" into the neutral territory that makes this 
kind of participation possible for the reader. With his 
sketches of the custom house and its surroundings, and his 
descriptions of the characters and activities of the 
people found there, he mingles numerous fanciful digressions. 
Next to the modern custom house, which he describes in great 
detail, down to the shape and dimensions of the furniture, 
Hawthorne depicts the bustle of the early days when Salem 
was a thriving port and the custom house a center of 
activity. Next to the aged and stagnant custom house 
officers of 1850, he brings to life the "grave, bearded, 
sable-cloaked, and steeple-crowned" (p. 11) Puri tans who 
were their predecessors, and Hawthorne's own ancestors. He 
speaks of them judging him, -and alludes to a "curse 
incurred. by them" (p. 12), which he hopes will be removed. 
He discusses his feelings for Salem, his desire to leave, 
and at the same time, speaks of a "spell" (p. 13) that 
holds him there, as it were, against his will. Next to a 
discussion of his life at the custom house, Hawthorne harks 
back to his days at Brook Farm, with'-'the dreamy brethren" 
(p. 27). When he discovers the package among the multitude 
of mundane objects that he has just described· in the attic 
of the custom house, he says: 

There was something about it that 
quickened an instinctive curiosity, and 
made me undo the faded red tape, that 
tied up the package, with the sense 
that a treasure would here be brought to 
light. (p. 32) 

This fanciful notion is followed by the discovery that a 
past Surveyor, Jonathan Pue, had sealed the package. This 
reminds Hawthorne of witnessing Pue's remains being dug up 
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as a church cemetery was being renewed, which leads to a 
strange and fanciful comparison between the package and 
Pue's skull, both remnants of this intellectual activity. 
Following this incident is the discovery of the· scarlet 
letter, already described, and then the scene in Hawthorne's 
study, where he imaginatively removes us farther from the 
Custom House than at any other point in the sketch. 

The effect of these "moonbeams, "--these fanciful 
flights and shifts in time from the present to various 
points in the past, and from the concrete and mundane to the 
unreal and legendary . --is to transform "The Custom House" 
into just the kind of neutral territory in which the reader 
must take his stand, with Hawthorne, in order to accept 
the "romantic reality'' of the scarlet letter burning on 
Hawthorne's chest, as it does later on Dimmesdale's in 
The Scarlet Letter. ' 

Viewing "The Custom House" in this manner, it seems to 
me, is to connect it to The Scarlet Letter not only 
thematically, autobiographically, and mechanically, but 
structurally as well, for it provides the means for the 
reader to bridge the gap between his world and the world 
of the drama that is The Scarlet Letter. It allows him a 
way of casting off certain kinds of preconceptions and 
prejudices, of adopting Coleridge's "willing suspens.ion of 
disbelief," and of looking at the .:romance from a stand
point that allows him .to see that the world of The Scarlet 
Letter has a special l'reali ty" of its own, that isn't 
necessarily the same as the reality of the world Hawthorne 
inhabited at the custom house, or that the reader habitually 
inhabits. 
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A Map Of Otsego Country 
This ragged, fragile map of Otsego County 
.Has followed me through two house-movings. 
It is stubborn, like me. 
The old Scotch tape on its corners 
Says that once I prized it enough 
To have it on my study wall. 
Did I follow its directions? 
No, I preferred to follow my nose. 
Thus, if I found Arnold Lake, it was by chance. 
i didn't want to be shown, 
But to come on it on my -own. 
I wanted to discover it. 
So here is the crumpled map. 
Once I paid it no attention. 
Now I don't need it. 
·I walk where I go 
And I know 
The way. 

ROBERT W. ROUNDS 
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Teaching Teachers Poetry 
By JOHN MILSTEAD 

Oklahoma State University, Stillwater 

This was to be my first course in "Teaching Poetry" or 
"Teaching" anything else. A summer short course or work.shop, 
utilitarian, pragmatic. These were no-nonsense people, 
fresh (or dulled) from wresting thoughts from reluctant minds 
and finding most replies tangential to the central issue. 
What they had come from, they must return to. Their needs 
ranged the pedagogical spectrum from naivet~ to a greedy 
gimmickry. Some said, "I've never had a really basic course 
in poetry." Others said, "I want a refresher course." 
Others said, "I've tried everything. Give me something new." 

To those who wanted something new, I had to admit at 
the moment that, like many .others, I was empty. We would 
have to wait and see what developed. Beyond the basic line 
of sound, image, and metaphor, where is there to go in poe
try, really, except to specialism or eccentricity? Teaching 
consists of understanding as well as technique. More than 
most, English teachers should make sure that a common 
understanding preceded new techniques, for techniques can 
distort as well as clarify. As students have remarked, "When 
we've taken a poem apart, who's going to put it back together?" 

My conservative comments did not satisfy some, and 
they left. 

I feel safe in assuming that anyone reading this arti
cle agrees with--or at least knows of--the theory that a 
poem consists of three elements, sounds, images, and meta
phors arranged in arbitrary units called lines. Within 
flexible limits, these elements parallel, deviate from, and 
interact with lexical and syntactic patterns of the English 
language. With this assumption, I shall proceed, not to re
emphasize the three basics of sound, image, and metaphor, 
but to share a learning experience based on these funda
mentals. 
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