
sarah orne jewett the white heron

Sarah Orne Jewett's "The White Heron" is a seminal work in American literature that encapsulates the themes
of nature, identity, and the conflict between human desires and the natural world. Published in 1886, the story
showcases Jewett’s profound understanding of rural life and her ability to portray the internal struggles of
her characters. With a strong female protagonist, Sylvia, the narrative explores her journey of self-
discovery against the backdrop of a beautiful yet challenging environment. This article delves into the various
aspects of the story, including its plot, themes, character analysis, and its significance in the literary canon.

Plot Summary

"The White Heron" follows the story of Sylvia, a young girl living in the rural New England countryside. As
the tale unfolds, Sylvia's life is disrupted by the arrival of a young ornithologist who is searching for a rare
white heron, a bird that symbolizes beauty and freedom. The plot can be summarized in several key points:

1. Setting and Introduction: The story begins with a vivid description of the natural landscape where Sylvia
lives with her grandmother. The setting plays a crucial role, reflecting the beauty and dangers of nature.

2. Sylvia's Encounter with the Ornithologist: Sylvia meets the charming young man who is determined to find
the white heron. He represents the encroachment of civilization into the natural world, and his interest in the
heron ignites a conflict within Sylvia.

3. The Dilemma: The ornithologist offers Sylvia money in exchange for information about the heron's nest. This
creates an internal struggle for Sylvia, as she must choose between her desire to help the young man and her
love for the bird and its habitat.

4. The Climax: Sylvia climbs a tall pine tree to find the heron’s nest, experiencing a profound connection with
the bird and her surroundings. This moment of clarity deepens her understanding of her values and priorities.

5. Resolution: Ultimately, Sylvia chooses to protect the heron by keeping its location a secret from the
ornithologist. This decision signifies her commitment to nature over material gain and human relationships.

Themes

Jewett's story is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Some of the most prominent themes include:

Nature vs. Humanity

- Conflict: The story presents a clear conflict between the natural world, represented by the white heron, and
the encroaching influence of humanity, embodied by the ornithologist.
- Respect for Nature: Jewett emphasizes the importance of respecting nature and understanding its intrinsic
value, as opposed to viewing it merely as a resource for exploitation.

Identity and Self-Discovery

- Personal Growth: Sylvia's journey is one of self-discovery as she navigates her feelings about her identity,
her relationship with nature, and her place within the community.
- Choice and Consequence: The decisions Sylvia makes reflect her growth and understanding of what truly
matters, highlighting the importance of personal values in defining one's identity.



Gender Roles

- Female Empowerment: Sylvia is a strong female character whose choices are central to the narrative. Jewett
subverts traditional gender roles by presenting her as the one who ultimately makes the significant decision.
- Connection to Nature: The story suggests that women have a unique bond with nature, which is often
overlooked in a male-dominated society.

Character Analysis

Jewett’s characters are intricately crafted, each representing different aspects of the themes explored in the
story.

Sylvia

- Protagonist: Sylvia is a complex character whose love for nature drives the story. She embodies innocence
and purity, making her a relatable figure for readers.
- Inner Conflict: Her internal struggle between loyalty to the ornithologist and her affection for the white
heron illustrates the broader theme of human versus nature.

The Ornithologist

- Symbol of Humanity: The young man represents the curiosity and ambition of humanity, but also its potential
destructiveness. His charming demeanor contrasts with the threat he poses to the heron.
- Catalyst for Change: He acts as a catalyst for Sylvia’s transformation, forcing her to confront her
values and the implications of her choices.

Grandmother

- Traditional Values: Sylvia’s grandmother serves as a reminder of the traditional life that Sylvia is
accustomed to, representing stability and the comfort of home.
- Support System: Although she plays a minor role, her presence underscores the significance of familial bonds
and the support one receives from loved ones.

Literary Significance

"The White Heron" is notable for several reasons, establishing Sarah Orne Jewett as a prominent figure in
American literature.

Regionalism and Naturalism

- Regional Writing: Jewett is often associated with the regionalist movement, capturing the essence of rural
life in New England. She provides a detailed portrayal of the landscape and its impact on the characters.
- Naturalistic Elements: The story reflects naturalism through its focus on the environment and the
characters’ connection to it, emphasizing the influence of nature on human behavior.



Influence on Feminism

- Early Feminist Literature: The story is considered an early work of feminist literature, highlighting a female
protagonist's agency and independence.
- Exploration of Gender: Jewett’s exploration of gender roles and the female experience resonates with
contemporary feminist discourse, making it relevant even today.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Sarah Orne Jewett's "The White Heron" is a poignant exploration of the relationship between
humanity and nature, identity, and the complexities of choice. Through the character of Sylvia, Jewett invites
readers to reflect on their values and the impact of their decisions on the world around them. The story
remains a powerful reminder of the beauty of the natural world and the moral dilemmas that often accompany
human desires. It stands as a testament to Jewett’s literary prowess and her enduring influence on American
literature, particularly in the context of feminist and regionalist writing. As readers continue to engage with
this timeless narrative, the themes and characters remain relevant, urging us to consider our own connections
to nature and the choices we make in our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'A White Heron' by Sarah Orne Jewett?

The main themes include the conflict between nature and industrialization, the innocence of childhood, and the
moral dilemmas of loyalty and betrayal.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'A White Heron'?

The rural New England setting plays a crucial role in shaping the story, emphasizing the connection between the
protagonist, Sylvia, and the natural world, which is central to her internal conflict.

What is the significance of the white heron in the story?

The white heron symbolizes purity and the beauty of nature, as well as the choices that individuals must make
between personal gain and the preservation of the environment.

How does Sarah Orne Jewett portray the character of Sylvia in 'A White
Heron'?

Sylvia is portrayed as a sensitive and introspective young girl who has a deep connection to nature, reflecting
the struggles of innocence and the pressures of adult choices.

What role does the hunter play in 'A White Heron'?

The hunter represents the encroachment of civilization and industrialization on nature, as well as the moral
complexities of desire and the exploitation of the natural world.

How does the story address the theme of gender roles?

The story explores gender roles through Sylvia's character, who embodies traditional feminine traits of
nurturing and sensitivity, while also challenging these norms by asserting her independence and making a



significant moral choice.

What literary devices are prominent in 'A White Heron'?

Jewett employs symbolism, vivid imagery, and rich descriptions of nature to enhance the themes and emotions in
the story, creating a deep connection between the character and her environment.
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