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Hawthorne’s Three Rungs: Diving into The Birth-Mark 

 The Birth-Mark by Nathaniel Hawthorne is a story that can be interpreted in numerous 

ways. These different interpretations affect what the reader takes away from reading the story. 

The poem Diving into the Wreck by Adrienne Rich says, “There is a ladder. The ladder is always 

there hanging innocently close to the side of the schooner” (Rich 1973). These lines are ironic 

because like a ladder having multiple rungs, The Birth-Mark can be interpreted in multiple, 

diverse ways. Likewise, all of these interpretations are never far from the reader’s grasp, in the 

same way the ladder is close to the side of the schooner. The three interpretations are like three 

rungs of the ladder, those rungs being the interpretations of Jeffery Howard, Liz Rosenberg, and 

myself. The rungs fade from sight as the water grows murky and deep, as perhaps do our 

possible interpretations.  

 A thought-provoking interpretation suggests that the reason Aylmer was so consumed 

with removing Georgiana’s birthmark was because it was disrupting their marriage and making 

him feel like less of a man. Jeffery Howard states, “Rather than focusing on the connections 

between nomenclature and the behavior of the characters in The Birth-Mark, I illustrate by 

means of a triad of symbols (head, heart, and hand) that Aylmer’s unification with and 

destruction of the birthmark—which parallels his marital unity and eventual destruction of 

Georgiana—exists as a reaction to the birthmark which he perceives as a threat to his masculine 

dominance” ( Howard 133). Howard describes how Aylmer feels as though the mark on her face 
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is disrupting the union of their marriage. Aylmer believes by removing the mark, he will be 

improving Georgiana’s condition to help her looks, as well as to help his self-esteem. This 

interpretation also states, “Perhaps in his need to play the role of the protective male, Aylmer 

feels the mark may render him unnecessary to Georgiana” (Howard 135). Howard is suggesting 

that her mark resembles cave drawings of red hands that were believed to keep harmful forces 

away many years ago, and it is this resemblance that makes Aylmer feel that as long as 

Georgiana has this mark, a supernatural force will be protecting her rather than him. It is for 

these reasons that Aylmer feels that the mark is causing issues in their relationship.  

 Another interpretation suggests that the main theme of the story focuses more on the 

contrast between Aylmer and his assistant, Aminadab, rather than on Georgiana’s mark. Liz 

Rosenberg writes, ‘ “To make matters perfectly clear, Hawthorne tells us in an authorial aside 

the Aminadab “seemed to represent man’s physical nature; while Aylmer’s slender figure and 

pale, intellectual face, were no less apt a type of the spiritual element” ’(Rosenberg 147). 

Rosenberg discusses the opposite personalities of the two men, and she explains that it is those 

opposing qualities that make them counterparts, ultimately leading to the demise of Georgiana. 

Rosenberg’s interpretation also talks about Georgiana and the significance of her name in 

relation to the personality of the two men. Her article explains, “Her name, as Burns points out, 

is a feminized masculine, suggesting the “Two-thing” of the alchemical process, and perhaps 

also geo, “earth,” poised between the “highest cloud-region” of Aylmer and the underworld 

“furnace” of Aminadab” (Rosenberg 147).  Essentially, the writer is saying that Georgiana was 

doomed from the start simply by the symbolism that is present in her name. Rosenberg poses an 

interesting point by further examining the personalities of the men to produce an in depth 

interpretation of a seemingly simple story.  
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 My interpretation of The Birth-Mark is much different than the two previous analyses. I 

believe Aylmer’s obsession with his wife’s mark was one that was sparked by discontent and 

boredom. In the story, Hawthorne writes, “One day, very soon after their marriage, Aylmer sat 

gazing at his wife with a trouble in his countenance that grew stronger until he spoke” 

(Hawthorne 366). To me, this suggests that Aylmer soon grew bored with his marriage. He was 

used to being in the lab constantly tinkering, and his marriage became boring to him due to its 

lack of excitement or challenge. Hawthorne also writes, “After his marriage—for he thought 

little or nothing of the matter before—Aylmer discovered that this was the case with himself” 

(Hawthorne 367). Aylmer was looking for something that would pose a challenge for him in his 

marriage, so he used the birth-mark as a way of expressing his discontent with their marriage. 

Ultimately, Aylmer was able to combine his wife’s mark with a task he could complete which he 

felt would create some type of excitement in their marriage, which was dull for him after a while. 

 The Birth-Mark is a story that can only be interpreted by the reader. It is safe to say that 

only Hawthorne himself knows the true interpretation of the story. Once again, the poem written 

by Rich describes the way this story can be interpreted by saying, “I came to explore the wreck. 

The words are purposes. The words are maps” (Rich 1029). The reader can explore this story the 

way one could explore a ship wreck. By exploring the words in this story like a ship wreck, it 

can help the reader form their own opinions as to what Hawthorne is trying to communicate. 

When reading this story, ironically, the words are like maps, maps that show you the underlying 

message of The Birth-Mark. No matter which interpretation the reader chooses to accept, The 

Birth-Mark has a great deal of lessons throughout and poses interesting questions that can only 

be answered by exploring the wreck that is Hawthorne’s story.  
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