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Nathaniel Hawthorne is famous in American Literature for his use of a symbol of guilt, after which he named his novel The Scarlet Letter.  However, this is not the only story in which Hawthorne explored the topic of guilt; he also wrote “Roger Malvin’s Burial” which also handles the same subject.  Guilt is hardly the only author to delve write on the subject.  Edgar Allan Poe, whom we recently read, also wrote a short story, “The Tell-Tale Heart” dealing with guilt, which can be compared to Hawthorne’s “Roger Malvin’s Burial.”  


Guilt in both of these two stories is portrayed symbolically by the beating of the heart in Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart” and by the blood soaked handkerchief in Hawthorne’s “Roger Malvin’s Burial.”  Both of these symbols represent the hidden guilt of the main characters in their respective short stories.  Both are also central in revealing the author’s handling of his topic at some point during the plot unraveling.  Poe’s beating heart comes to symbolize the nagging aspect of guilt that weighs heavily on the mind.  The narrator hears the beating of his victim’s heart growing ever louder and louder while the police officers are investigating his house until in the end he cries, “I admit the deed! – tear up the planks! – here, here! – it is the beating of his hideous heart!” (730).  This illustrates Poe’s synopsis of guilt, essentially that guilt eats at the individual and eventually it becomes too much for him or her to handle.  The heart is essential in the conveying of this theme, because it provides the narrator with a constant reminder of his deed.

Hawthorne, however, sees guilt differently at least in his short story “Roger Malvin’s Burial.”  The blood stained rag tied to the sapling in the beginning is explicitly identified as a symbol of the main character’s guilt, at leaving his future father in-law to die in the woods alone and then later not admitting it to his wife or to anyone.  The secret held by the main character Reuben is thus similar to the narrator of Poe’s story in that it constantly eats at the guilty party.  Poe’s narrator cannot handle his guilt for long, whereas Reuben is able to exist seemingly normally despite his guilt, although it certainly affects his life.  The symbol of the handkerchief therefore reveals the way Reuben’s life has been affected by his guilt.  The tree, which symbolizes his life, has not grown correctly because the handkerchief tied around it prevented the top from growing correctly.  Thus the moment Reuben left the old man to die in the wilderness the tree quit flourishing and as did Reuben due to his guilt.  Hawthorne’s theme is therefore hidden guilt can cause a person to change drastically, because he or she is constantly suffering from the burden of that guilt.  Unlike Poe, Hawthorne simply uses the handkerchief as a parallel to his main character.  The symbol therefore only reiterates the theme of the story rather than playing a decisive role in it.

