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Hilda: Copyist, Medium, or Artist?


In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Marble Faun”, one of the four protagonists, and one of the three aspiring artists, is described from the start as a copyist of the masters of painting.  Hilda began painting originals of her own imagination and expression, but moving from New England to Rome on a kind of aesthetic pilgrimage converted her to her new role.  Does Hawthorne portray Hilda as the lesser (or least) of his three artists, or does he elevate her efforts to those of Art? 


Hawthorne emphasizes that Hilda is no ordinary copyist.  “[T]he spirits of the old masters were hovering over Hilda and guiding her delicate white hand”, he writes, to establish her deep connection to the work she pays homage.  She channeled the essential quality of each painting in a way that run-of-the-mill copyists could not.   Hawthorne imputes his character with an otherworldly connection to the old masters: 

The copy would come from her hands with what the beholder felt must be the light which the old master had left upon the original in bestowing his final and most ethereal touch. In some instances even (at least, so those believed who best appreciated Hilda's power and sensibility) she had been enabled to execute what the great master had conceived in his imagination, but had not so perfectly succeeded in putting upon canvas; a result surely not impossible when such depth of sympathy as she possessed was assisted by the delicate skill and accuracy of her slender hand. In such cases the girl was but a finer instrument, a more exquisitely effective piece of mechanism, by the help of which the spirit of some great departed painter now first achieved his ideal, centuries after his own earthly hand, that other tool, had turned to dust.


Still, there is the nagging suspicion that a painter turned copyist must not be a real artist.   The art historian Paul Duro explains: 

The copy, when viewed as a form of art, is generally considered inauthentic, noncreative, unoriginal, and derivative.  Thus, 19th-century critics, who equated copying with a lack of originality and ascribed the attribute of creativity exclusively to the male, honored the “natural” connection between women and copying.  George Moore only echoed a universally held prejudice when he wrote: “In the higher arts [women’s] achievements are slight indeed – best when confined to the arrangements of themes invented by men – amiable transpositions suitable to boudoirs and fans.” 


Did Hawthorne create such an unoriginal, dull creature as this type of scorned copyist?  He endowed Hilda with sufficient imagination to create a radiantly peaceful and ethereal life for herself in the midst of the corrupt city.  Hawthorne’s Hilda did not shrink from expressing herself fully and frankly to all her friends.  In one instance, Hilda chose to break with her one bosom friend, Miriam, and in another, she held such banishment up to Kenyon, if he should persist in trying to reconcile Miriam’s crime with the slow process of spiritual growth and perfection.  Hilda seems equipped as any for the calling of Artist.  The best of all possible copyists is, in addition, both a medium for channeling  the art of the past, and an artist who can express the present. 
