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Mosses from an Old Manse. New York: Wiley & Putnam, 1846. In modern edition, Centenary Edition of the Works of Nawthaniel Hawthorne, vol. 10. Ohio State University Press, 1974.
See notes by Kelli Peterson at rear.
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Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Drowne’s Wooden Image” is unquestionably a reception of the Pygmalion myth as evidenced by this highly convenient smoking gun: “‘Strange enough!’ said the artist to himself. ‘Who would have looked for a modern Pygmalion in the person of a Yankee mechanic!’"
The story begins in Boston, as a young and talented carver by the name of Drowne accepts a commission from Captain Hunnewell to build a masthead for the Cynosure. Though Drowne is known for his uncanny ability to bring a lifelike vitality to his various artworks, it is clear that he is becoming increasingly dissatisfied with his inability to bring about the one artistic act “that would be truly valuable”, namely transforming his figures into “breathing and intelligent human creatures.” It is not long, however, before the townspeople believe this desire is realized, for with the unrelenting devotion and tender love that he pours into his craft, Drowne carves the requested masthead in the form of a beautiful woman, so lifelike and so real that the villagers are convinced the statue has come to life. The whole town witnesses what they believe to be the once-wooden woman stroll through the city before joining the sea captain on his vessel as she was originally intended, leaving Drowne immensely heart-broken and the townspeople skeptical that the miraculous event ever really occurred. The conclusion of the piece reveals that the townspeople were rightfully incredulous, because despite his talents, Drowne was inspired by a live person and it was not actually his carving that wandered the street, but the subject who had inspired his work and captured his heart.
Hawthorne closes his tale with the following insights: “In every human spirit there is imagination, sensibility, creative power, genius, which, according to circumstances, may either be developed in this world, or shrouded in a mask of dullness until another state of being. To our friend Drowne there came a brief season of excitement, kindled by love. It rendered him a genius for that one occasion, but, quenched in disappointment, left him again the mechanical carver in wood, without the power even of appreciating the work that his own hands had wrought. Yet who can doubt that the very highest state to which a human spirit can attain, in its loftiest aspirations, is its truest and most natural state, and that Drowne was more consistent with himself when he wrought the admirable figure of the mysterious lady, than when he perpetrated a whole progeny of blockheads?”
In addition to the scanned copy, there is an electronic version available online at: http://www.online-literature.com/hawthorne/131/. It’s an interesting take on the myth, and it is certainly safe to say that Hawthorne intended the piece to be a Pygmalion reception.
  —— Kelli Peterson
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