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Nathaniel Hawthorne
The New Adam and Eve (From
«Mosses from an Old Manse»)

 
THE NEW ADAM AND EVE

 
We who are born into the world’s artificial system can never adequately know how little in our

present state and circumstances is natural, and how much is merely the interpolation of the perverted
mind and heart of man. Art has become a second and stronger nature; she is a step-mother, whose
crafty tenderness has taught us to despise the bountiful and wholesome ministrations of our true
parent. It is only through the medium of the imagination that we can lessen those iron fetters, which we
call truth and reality, and make ourselves even partially sensible what prisoners we are. For instance,
let us conceive good Father Miller’s interpretation of the prophecies to have proved true. The Day of
Doom has burst upon the globe and swept away the whole race of men. From cities and fields, sea-
shore and midland mountain region, vast continents, and even the remotest islands of the ocean, each
living thing is gone. No breath of a created being disturbs this earthly atmosphere. But the abodes
of man, and all that he has accomplished, the footprints of his wanderings and the results of his toil,
the visible symbols of his intellectual cultivation and moral progress, – in short, everything physical
that can give evidence of his present position, – shall remain untouched by the hand of destiny. Then,
to inherit and repeople this waste and deserted earth, we will suppose a new Adam and a new Eve
to have been created, in the full development of mind and heart, but with no knowledge of their
predecessors nor of the diseased circumstances that had become incrusted around them. Such a pair
would at once distinguish between art and nature. Their instincts and intuitions would immediately
recognize the wisdom and simplicity of the latter; while the former, with its elaborate perversities,
would offer them a continual succession of puzzles.

Let us attempt, in a mood half sportive and half thoughtful, to track these imaginary heirs of
our mortality, through their first day’s experience. No longer ago than yesterday the flame of human
life was extinguished; there has been a breathless night; and now another morn approaches, expecting
to find the earth no less desolate than at eventide.

It is dawn. The east puts on its immemorial blush, although no human eye is gazing at it; for all
the phenomena of the natural world renew themselves, in spite of the solitude that now broods around
the globe. There is still beauty of earth, sea, and sky, for beauty’s sake. But soon there are to be
spectators. Just when the earliest sunshine gilds earth’s mountain-tops, two beings have come into life,
not in such an Eden as bloomed to welcome our first parents, but in the heart of a modern city. They
find themselves in existence, and gazing into one another’s eyes. Their emotion is not astonishment;
nor do they perplex themselves with efforts to discover what, and whence, and why they are. Each is
satisfied to be, because the other exists likewise; and their first consciousness is of calm and mutual
enjoyment, which seems not to have been the birth of that very moment, but prolonged from a past
eternity. Thus content with an inner sphere which they inhabit together, it is not immediately that the
outward world can obtrude itself upon their notice.

Soon, however, they feel the invincible necessity of this earthly life, and begin to make
acquaintance with the objects and circumstances that surround them. Perhaps no other stride so vast
remains to be taken as when they first turn from the reality of their mutual glance to the dreams and
shadows that perplex them everywhere else.
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“Sweetest Eve, where are we?” exclaims the new Adam; for speech, or some equivalent mode
of expression, is born with them, and comes just as natural as breath. “Methinks I do not recognize
this place.”

“Nor I, dear Man,” replies the new Eve. “And what a strange place, too! Let me come closer
to thy side and behold thee only; for all other sights trouble and perplex my spirit.”

“Nay, Eve,” replies Adam, who appears to have the stronger tendency towards the material
world; “it were well that we gain some insight into these matters. We are in an odd situation here.
Let us look about us.”

Assuredly there are sights enough to throw the new inheritors of earth into a state of hopeless
perplexity. The long lines of edifices, their windows glittering in the yellow sunrise, and the narrow
street between, with its barren pavement tracked and battered by wheels that have now rattled into
an irrevocable past! The signs, with their unintelligible hieroglyphics! The squareness and ugliness,
and regular or irregular deformity of everything that meets the eye! The marks of wear and tear, and
unrenewed decay, which distinguish the works of man from the growth of nature! What is there in all
this, capable of the slightest significance to minds that know nothing of the artificial system which is
implied in every lamp-post and each brick of the houses? Moreover, the utter loneliness and silence,
in a scene that originally grew out of noise and bustle, must needs impress a feeling of desolation
even upon Adam and Eve, unsuspicious as they are of the recent extinction of human existence. In
a forest, solitude would be life; in a city, it is death.

The new Eve looks round with a sensation of doubt and distrust, such as a city dame, the
daughter of numberless generations of citizens, might experience if suddenly transported to the garden
of Eden. At length her downcast eye discovers a small tuft of grass, just beginning to sprout among
the stones of the pavement; she eagerly grasps it, and is sensible that this little herb awakens some
response within her heart. Nature finds nothing else to offer her. Adam, after staring up and down
the street without detecting a single object that his comprehension can lay hold of, finally turns his
forehead to the sky. There, indeed, is something which the soul within him recognizes.

“Look up yonder, mine own Eve,” he cries; “surely we ought to dwell among those gold-tinged
clouds or in the blue depths beyond them. I know not how nor when, but evidently we have strayed
away from our home; for I see nothing hereabouts that seems to belong to us.”

“Can we not ascend thither?” inquires Eve.
“Why not?” answers Adam, hopefully. “But no; something drags us down in spite of our best

efforts. Perchance we may find a path hereafter.”
In the energy of new life it appears no such impracticable feat to climb into the sky. But they

have already received a woful lesson, which may finally go far towards reducing them to the level of
the departed race, when they acknowledge the necessity of keeping the beaten track of earth. They
now set forth on a ramble through the city, in the hope of making their escape from this uncongenial
sphere. Already in the fresh elasticity of their spirits they have found the idea of weariness. We will
watch them as they enter some of the shops and public or private edifices; for every door, whether
of alderman or beggar, church or hall of state, has been flung wide open by the same agency that
swept away the inmates.

It so happens, – and not unluckily for an Adam and Eve who are still in the costume that might
better have befitted Eden, – it so happens that their first visit is to a fashionable dry-goods store. No
courteous and importunate attendants hasten to receive their orders; no throng of ladies are tossing
over the rich Parisian fabrics. All is deserted; trade is at a stand-still; and not even an echo of the
national watchword, “Go ahead!” disturbs the quiet of the new customers. But specimens of the latest
earthly fashions, silks of every shade, and whatever is most delicate or splendid for the decoration
of the human form, he scattered around, profusely as bright autumnal leaves in a forest. Adam looks
at a few of the articles, but throws them carelessly aside with whatever exclamation may correspond
to “Pish!” or “Pshaw!” in the new vocabulary of nature. Eve, however, – be it said without offence
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to her native modesty, – examines these treasures of her sex with somewhat livelier interest. A pair
of corsets chance to be upon the counter; she inspects them curiously, but knows not what to make
of them. Then she handles a fashionable silk with dim yearnings, thoughts that wander hither and
thither, instincts groping in the dark.

“On the whole, I do not like it,” she observes, laying the glossy fabric upon the counter. “But,
Adam, it is very strange. What can these things mean? Surely I ought to know; yet they put me in
a perfect maze.”

“Poh! my dear Eve, why trouble thy little head about such nonsense?” cries Adam, in a fit of
impatience. “Let us go somewhere else. But stay; how very beautiful! My loveliest Eve, what a charm
you have imparted to that robe by merely throwing it over your shoulders!”

For Eve, with the taste that nature moulded into her composition, has taken a remnant of
exquisite silver gauze and drawn it around her forms, with an effect that gives Adam his first idea
of the witchery of dress. He beholds his spouse in a new light and with renewed admiration; yet is
hardly reconciled to any other attire than her own golden locks. However, emulating Eve’s example,
he makes free with a mantle of blue velvet, and puts it on so picturesquely that it might seem to have
fallen from heaven upon his stately figure. Thus garbed they go in search of new discoveries.
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