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In 1901, Sarah Orne Jewett sent her latest historical romance, The Tory Lover, to Henry James, to
which he quickly responded: “Go back to the dear Country of the Pointed Firs, come back to the
palpable present zntimate that throbs responsive, & wants, misses, needs you, God knows, & that
suffers woefully in your absence.”” For James, Jewett’s mistake was profound: she had abandoned
her place in the turn-of-the-century literary world they shared, and the sooner she returned, the
better. Placing Jewett, however, and placing the text that, for James and others, then and now,
remains her masterpiece, remains a tricky affair. Opening with “The Return,” and closing on “A
Backward View,” The Country of the Pointed Firs maps out a place indeed, an eponymous country,
which forever eludes the narrator’s, writer’s, and reader’s, grasp. “I cannot tell you just where
Dunnet Landing is except that it must be somewhere ‘along shore’ between the region of Tenants
Harbor and Boothbay, or it might be farther to the eastward in a country that I know less well,”
Jewett wrote to a friend in 1899.> A writer’s quip, no doubt. Unless one should read Jewett’s
response metafictionally—the country of the pointed firs is to be found in the book itself (“along
shore” being one of the chapters of the book). From that perspective, Jewett’s Country is a literary
locus. One of the author’s “tales of New England”—what else?—, it is indeed written in the
tradition of her fellow local color artists Mary E. Wilkins Freeman or Hamlin Garland, and yet,
maybe because it also pays its due to Thoreau, with, in passing, a somewhat ironic salute to
Emerson, a knowing nod to Hawthorne, and a homage to Stowe and Sand, Jewett’s Country is hard
to situate on a literary map. Is it a novel? a plotless assemblage of stories? Is it the last epitome of
a dying genre—the local color cycle? or, the beginning of a modernist vision of place at the
crossroads of multiple viewpoints? And who’s telling the story anyway? How to place the voice
that tells of this country? Not unlike Sarah Orne Jewett herself, the narrator’s pendular movements
between country and city, home and not-home, the familiar and the foreign, the “parish” and the
“world™ make it difficult to grasp country or Country, to find, that is, generic, formal, historical,
categorties to enclose them, be they literary modes, subject positions, or narrative forms.

One of the challenges of Jewett scholarship, from the contemporary reviews of Jewett’s day to
present, has been the “plotless” structure of her texts, something that she appeared to acknowledge
herself when as a young writer she wrote to her editor: “I don’t believe I could write a long story
[...] The story would have no plot. I should have to fill it out with descriptions of character and
meditations. It seems to me I can furnish the theatre, and show you the actors, and the scenery,
and the audience, but there never is any play! I could write you entertaining letters perhaps, from
some desirable house where I was in most charming company, but I couldn’t make a story about
it.”” This self-portrait of a female artist in search of a plot has served as a linchpin in the reception
of her work, launching a series of ambiguous tributes that pointed to her “delicate” humor, her
“slender” song, her “modest and delightful art.”® Henry James himself rallied and famously praised
her as a “mistress of an art of fiction all her own, even though of a minor compass,” calling The
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Conntyy of the Pointed Firs her “beautiful little quantum of achievement.”” Jewett, then, was stamped,
categorized as a talented specimen of a woman’s literary tradition, whose sketches could impart a
sense of a vanishing world, yet could not make a plot out of it. Willa Cather, however, proposed
an entirely different perspective in her 1925 preface: “The design is, indeed, so happy, so right, that
it seems inevitable. The design is the story and the story is the design.”® For Cather, form follows
function, and the form that “does itself” (to take up Jewett’s phrase’) in adequation with the story
told will not abide by the conventions of traditional linear protagonist/antagonist plotting and
closure. Jewett’s “plotlessness” is a choice, a strategy, and a formal necessity, something that the
feminist critique of the 1980s would later emphasize, reading her choice of “going in circles”" as
an experimentation in female geography and narrative. The case is not yet closed; but one thing
seems clear: “story-writing,” for Jewett, “is always experimental,” and such an experimental
dimension is palpable not only in the narrative structure of Country, but also in the literary modes
that the book negotiates—realism, regionalism, local color.

The interest in realism, and the mimetic imperative that goes with it, was something Jewett claimed
to have inherited from her father, a country doctor in South Berwick, Maine: “My dear father used
to say to me very often, “Tell things just as they are! |...] The great messages and discoveries of
literature come to us, they write #s, and we do not control them in a certain sense.”"! But Jewett did
not consider the artist to be a mere recorder of life. “The trouble with most realism,” she confided
to Thomas Bailey Aldrich in an 1890 letter, “is that it isn’t seen from any point of view at all, and
so its shadows fall in every direction and it fails of being art.”* The writer, then, must develop a
point of view—and in a sense, Pointed Firs is nothing but a long-winded search for a place from
where to see and write; the story of a frustrated writer who comes to Dunnet Landing to finish a
belated piece, the book itself perhaps, only to be confronted with this aesthetic, ethical, political
and epistemological question: who is allowed to look, and from where can one see? Critics have
long debated the text’s adherence to the local color mode, “written from the perspective of a
narrator defined as superior to and outside of the region of the fiction,” or, alternately to regionalism
defined as a writerly perspective “from within, so as to engage the reader’s sympathy and
identification.”” The fluctuating point of view of Jewett’s texts, however, undoes such a distinction,
and unsettles any fixed epistemological standpoint, or better still, invents a new epistemology based
on the constant translation of the subject position between center and periphery, generality and
particularity, between variegated positions of power and resistance.”* Could this be why her
regionalism never exhausts “the life of things”"*? In Jewett’s texts as in William James’s pluralistic
universe, “something always escapes.”'® “It is those unwritable things that the story holds in its
heart, if it has any, that make the true soul of it,” Jewett wrote'”. There is no point in “do (ing) all
the reasoning and all the thinking”'® for the reader. The thing that Jewett wants to “just tell’—be
it place, or relation itself as the only possible ontology—temains elusive to a narrow version of
mimesis, and the restriction of one point of view. Jewett, like Dickinson, tells all the thing, but tells
it slant.
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Since its “recovery” in the 1980s by feminist critique, The Country of the Pointed Firs has been read
from a variety of standpoints, each throwing its light on this delusively simple text. First praised as
the delineation of an alternative female world of love and ritual rooted in a local community at a
time when the United-States stigmatized as “unwholesome” and “anti-American” the “over-
exaltation of the little community at the expense of the great nation,”” Jewett’s text, in which
empathy displaces war, in which the world of mothers’ gardens supersedes the world of men
(Donovan®), was hailed as a site of feminist resistance to an unpalatable nationalism aggravated by
new forms of imperialism, as a community of neighborly bartering and giving that contested a
masculine capitalism. An alternative to nation-building from above, Jewett’s Country, not unlike her
earlier text, Degphaven, was therefore understood to do politics in its own literary way, attempting
to “make people acquainted”” with each other, especially urbanites with country women, and
performing a national reunification based on one-to-one encounters, from below.

In the early 1990s, however, the tide suddenly turned. The same scholars that had read Jewett’s
Country as a narrative of (inclusive) female community revisited it as complicit with the very
imperialism that it had been said to contest. The bonds of womanhood, writes Zagarell, are “tacitly
creatfing] a racially specific community and contributing] to the figurative exclusion of those
significantly different from community members.”* Focusing on texts such as “The Foreignet,”
one of the late Dunnet Landing stories, or the chapter “The Bowden Reunion,” Jewett scholarship
historicized Country differently, insisting on how the nativist thinking of Jewett’s elite cosmopolitan
class had in fact shaped her vision of community. There is no denying that a certain Nordicism
traverses Jewett’s Country. But while this point must be acknowledged, it does not preclude other
readings. For Zagarell and others, Country’s intricacies and discontinuities (e.g. racial exclusiveness
and woman-centeredness) should rather be understood as “registers” or “crosscurtrents,” that co-
exist, even enable each other, textually. More than ever, the tensions that constitute Jewett’s project
remain. For the better.

Today, Jewett’s regionalism is no longer seen as a mere reflection of a world gone, a charming, if
minor, preservationist mode striving to represent dialect and folkways of a vanishing place and
time. Historicizing Jewett has not resulted in relegating Pointed Firs to a foreign country of the past.
Rather, it has helped us recognize that our reading of this text exposes our own historical condition
and the concerns of our own present (Howard™). Recently, Jewett’s Country has been read from
the perspective of the global (Storey™); her regionalism has once again been unsettled by allowing
Afro-Creole cosmology (Kuiken™) or Native American lore to deconstruct the very “origin” of
region; her Swedenborgian animism is now revisited as another mode of negotiating the kinship
between human and non-human beings (Alaimo®). This unfinished business is pethaps Jewett’s
“palpable present,” the one we are invited to “go back to,” as James suggested to Jewett, to share,
and create, again and anew.
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