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Duality and the Conscious/Subconscious Dichotomy in Edgar Huntly

Throughout Charles Brockden Browne's Edgar Huntly, there exists a strong undercurrent of duality.  Almost everything seems to come in pairs; Mrs. Lorimer and her brother Arthur Wiatte, Clithero and Edgar, the two panthers, Mrs. Lorimer and her niece Clarice and so on.  These contrasting pairs can be viewed in several ways, but among the most important of their representations is the link between the conscious and subconscious minds.  In simulating this split in personality with images linked in pairs, Browne is able to construct a plausible metaphor for the darker side of the human psyche and its conflict with conscious behavior.

Possibly the most striking example of this dichotomy is the relationship between Euphemia Lorimer and her twin brother Wiatte.  “The resemblance between them was exact to a degree almost incredible...Perhaps the rudiments of their intellectual character as well as of their form, were the same; but the powers, that in one case, were exerted in the cause of virtue, were, in the other, misapplied to sordid and flagitious purposes.”  (p 43)  Together, they can be considered to be a single complete personality.  Mrs. Lorimer can be seen to represent the conscious side of this entity, striving for the good of others and the benefit of all civilization.  Wiatte, in contrast, is the embodiment of the subconscious self that wants immediate self gratification and seeks to break free from all societal control.  Browne simplifies the relationship into a basic struggle between good and evil, the integral internal struggle in the human mind brought to life through the complex union of two incomplete characters.  These two are portrayed solely in the light of this metaphor; Mrs. Lorimer as the saint who brings Clithero out of poverty and forgives her brother’s malicious deeds, and Wiatte who preys on her good graces and would do anything to subvert her good intentions.  Thus, though she loves and tries to protect her brother, they are locked into a sort of abstract battle as symbols of the internal struggle between man and his darkest urges.

Clithero firmly believes that their fates are inextricably intertwined, that she and her brother will breathe their last breath in the same instant.  “The fate of Wiatte would inevitably draw along with it that of his sister.  In what way would this effect be produced?  Were they linked together by a sympathy whose influence was independent of sensible communication?...Was this a new instance of the subtlety of mind?”  (p74)  This is very suggestive of the relationship between the two aspects of the mind.  One cannot survive without the other, on a psychological as well as a purely physical level.

The complex interrelationship between these two aspects of personality is demonstrated clearly throughout the novel.  The earliest hint the reader gets of this theme is in the novel's subtitle, "Memoirs of a Sleep-Walker."  Somnambulation can readily be seen to be a product of the subconscious, allowing both Clithero and Edgar Huntly to roam about at the mercy of their sleeping minds and without willful control.  Their subconscious is allowed to take over and direct their actions in ways that would ordinarily not occur.  Moreover, their nocturnal wanderings frequently bring them into the wilderness of Norwalk.  This wasteland is representative of the unconscious as well, the unfettered, unplanned growth of the darkest aspects of nature.  The very name "Norwalk" can mean any of several things, simply a walk to the North or, more conveniently, a place where walking is difficult or impossible.  There may even be a hint of the nocturnal nature of their journeys, if we concede that "nor-" may share (with some license) some part of the root "noct-," meaning night.  A specific area within Norwalk where Clithero leads Huntly on one of his midnight escapades is known as "Solebury," a place (like the subconscious) where the self is buried deep.

The varied landscapes of the novel fall into two distinct categories, those that are settled and civilized by the white farmers, and those wild parts where Indians and dangerous wildlife roam freely.  The savage heathens portrayed in the novel are impulsive demons, living portraits of the id running wild, ministers of violence and bloodshed.  This exaggerated imagery heightens their place as direct symbols of the wanton nature of the unconscious, stalking the civilized Europeans under the darkened cover of night.

Both Huntly and Clithero submit to their unconscious minds nightly, straying from their beds into the dark dreamscape of Norwalk.  While immersed in profound slumber, both carry out identical tasks.  Clithero unknowingly hid the trunk containing Mrs. Lorimer's manuscript in a pit at the base of the ancient elm, an act observed by Edgar Huntly.  His subterfuge was effective not only against curious eyes, but against himself as well.  He had no idea that he had buried the trunk containing the manuscript, as he had been sleepwalking at the time.  Having no inclination to read it recently, he had not checked its locale until he found the chest in which he supposed it to lie opened by an unknown hand in his chambers.  Upon examination, he discovered the document missing and dashed the container to bits upon the hearth.  It was the moment when his conscious and unconscious motives clashed that violence erupted.  Consciously he wanted to keep the manuscript close to him, safe in his room.  This desire to protect it from others ran so deep that while asleep he buried the manuscript in a similar chest.  His consternation rose from an inability to understand his own subconscious motives, or successfully integrate the two warring aspects of his awareness.  By hiding the text from himself, he acted out his internal struggle in a physical incarnation.  Like Wiatte and Mrs. Lorimer, his subconscious self sought to deceive and confound his unknowing conscious self.

In an eerily similar scenario, Edgar Huntly "lost" a packet of letters from Waldegrave.  The letters contained a full explanation of his early beliefs and arguments supporting them.  Over time, Waldegrave's beliefs changed and he vocally contradicted his earlier arguments to Huntly, but he never wrote his justifications down.  Denying Waldegrave's request to destroy his earlier correspondence so that no future observer would be tainted by its words, Edgar bundled and saved the letters in a cunningly crafted compartment of his writing-desk.  Like Clithero's chest, this hidden drawer was concealed and locked so as to deny access to those unfamiliar with the proper method of egress.  Again in imitation of Clithero's tale, the locked drawer was found by Edgar to be empty, with no trace of the precious papers to be found.  As the reader discovers, the thief was none other than Edgar himself, immersed in deepest sleep.  He had hidden them in a chest in the attic, and was himself the source of the nervous pacing heard by other members of the household.  He has some inkling of the possibilities:  "Whither had it gone, and by whom was it purloined?  I was not conscious of having taken it away, yet no hands but mine could have done it."  (p 128)  The word "conscious" is even used, accentuating the difference between his waking and sleeping states.  He cannot grasp the separation existent in his own mentality, and that is the source of his confusion.  The parallels run even further, however; both have their respective documents returned to them in fantastic fashion.  Edgar finds Waldegrave's letters in an upstairs chamber of a friend’s house quite by accident, seemingly returned to him by divine providence.  Likewise, Clithero finds Mrs. Lorimer's precious manuscript tucked beneath a ledge in his (he thought) inviolable domain in the wilderness.  Both events rely heavily on serendipity and extreme coincidence.  This illustrates the seemingly coincidental nature of subconscious motives that lead to the achievement of obscure agendas.  Operating beneath consciousness, the subconscious mind shapes the motives upon which the conscious mind acts.  Therefore, the conscious can never be entirely free of the subconscious’s influence.

The ways in which each supposedly drowns are also suspiciously similar.  Each was in the process of eluding capture or death and took to the water as a means of escape.  Edgar jumps from Sarsefield and stays underwater until the men following him assume him killed and stop shooting.  Sarsefield relates the incident:  “No one hesitated to believe that some of the shots aimed at you, had reached their mark, and that you had sunk to rise no more.”  (p 248)  Likewise, at the close of the novel, Clithero escapes his captors by leaping from a boat and sinking out of sight.  He was being taken to a hospital for mental patients aboard a packet and leapt overboard in an attempt to regain his freedom.  “The boat was immediately manned, the fugitive was pursued, but at the moment, when his flight was overtaken, he forced himself beneath the surface, and was seen no more.”  (p 285)  Water is a common symbol of the unconscious, and both Clithero and Edgar slip beneath its protective surface to escape danger.  In both instances it is seen as an instinctive reaction, a reaction in a moment of harried flight.  In times of danger, the conscious mind retreats and lets the subconscious take control.  When you touch a hot stove, your conscious mind does not have time to assess the situation, formulate a decision and react; you simply jerk your hand away.  This protective mechanism helps prevent injury, and Edgar (and presumably Clithero as well) survives thanks to this instinctive reaction, seeking refuge in the realm of the unconscious.

The similarity between the two men’s actions and experiences is striking, and the purpose of such an absurd string of coincidences is brought to mind immediately.  What was Browne trying to construct?  The duality of the characters is stunning, and each of them is himself two characters.  Both Edgar and Clithero have two major facets to their personality:   Their everyday, conscious side that they show to the world during the day, and the dark wanderers they become when they submit to their deeper selves in the depths of the night.  The fundamental split in each is internal, the controlled portion of their lives versus the part that controls them.  So, with both halves of the mind represented, why does Browne create two separate characters with the same basic dichotomy?  By their very nature, each is two halves of a complete individual, but not entirely whole.  It is almost as if each of the two had their personalities split and traded halves.  They are opposite sides of the same coin, each complimenting the other.  At many points in the tale, the two are practically inseparable from each other.  Their fates are so intertwined that they take on each other's attributes quite readily.  Of all the characters in the novel, only these two take on a narrative role (excepting Sarsefield's letter at the end) and explain their tales from a personal perspective.  They are living illustrations of the personality conflicts created by the gap between the conscious and unconscious, and are the tellers of the story.

