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James Fenimore Cooper’s The Deerslayer (1841) 

James Fenimore Cooper’s The Deerslayer; or, The First War-Path is a 

major American historical romance and the final novel he wrote in the 

Leatherstocking Tales. Although it was published in 1841, it is the first novel in 

the internal chronology of Natty Bumppo’s life. It portrays Natty in his youth, 

before he becomes Hawkeye in The Last of the Mohicans, Leatherstocking in The 

Pioneers, Pathfinder in The Pathfinder, and the old trapper of The Prairie. Set 

around Lake Otsego—called “Glimmerglass” in the novel—in upstate New York 

during the early 1740s, the novel presents Natty’s first experience of human 

warfare, his first necessary killing, and his moral initiation into frontier life.  

For postgraduate study, the novel should be read not merely as an adventure 

narrative but as a complex historical romance about race, colonial violence, 

gender, individual morality, wilderness, property, and the making of American 

national myth. It creates a powerful image of a supposedly pristine frontier, yet it 

simultaneously exposes the violent imperial and economic forces that threaten to 

destroy it.  

1. Author and Context 

James Fenimore Cooper, born in 1789 and dying in 1851, is generally 

regarded as one of the founders of the American historical novel and the American 

frontier romance. He grew up near Otsego Lake in Cooperstown, New York, a 

settlement established by his father, William Cooper. The lake later became the 

imaginative landscape of Glimmerglass in The Deerslayer. Cooper’s familiarity 

with the region’s forests, water, settlement history, and changing social life 

contributed to the vivid geographical presence of the novel.  



 

Cooper began his literary career with Precaution in 1820, but his reputation 

was established by The Spy (1821), a historical romance about the American 

Revolution. He then published The Pioneers in 1823, introducing the character 

Natty Bumppo. The five novels featuring Natty are collectively called the 

Leatherstocking Tales: The Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans (1826), 

The Prairie (1827), The Pathfinder (1840), and The Deerslayer (1841).  

The apparent sequence of the novels can confuse students because the order of 

publication differs from the order of Natty’s life. In publication order, The 

Deerslayer comes last. In chronological order, however, it comes first, because it 

presents Natty as a young man in the early 1740s. Cooper himself emphasized 

that it was “the last in execution” but “the first in the order of perusal.”  

Novel Publication Natty Bumppo’s stage of life 
Approximate 

historical setting 

The Deerslayer 1841 Young man; first war-path Early 1740s 

The Last of the 

Mohicans 
1826 

Mature frontiersman, called 

Hawkeye 
1757 

The Pathfinder 1840 Mature frontiersman 
Mid-eighteenth 

century 

The Pioneers 1823 Old Leatherstocking 1793 

The Prairie 1827 Very old trapper; death of Natty 
Early nineteenth 

century 

The chronological arrangement is itself meaningful. By writing the young 

Natty last, Cooper moved backwards into the past and imagined an earlier, more 

remote, less settled wilderness. The reference text by Richard Gray observes that, 

across the Leatherstocking Tales, Cooper’s imagination tends to move away from 

settlement and social realism toward wilderness, myth, Edenic innocence, and 

romance. In The Deerslayer, this movement reaches its furthest point: Natty 

becomes nearly legendary, and the wilderness seems to belong to a remote time 

already disappearing into “the mists of time.”  

The novel was written during a period of intense debate about Native 

American removal, expansion, settler colonialism, and national growth. The 



 

Indian Removal Act had been passed in 1830, and the Cherokee Trail of Tears 

occurred in 1838–39. The Deerslayer does not offer a modern anticolonial 

politics, but it does show deep uneasiness about white violence, greed, racial 

prejudice, and the destruction of Indigenous life. A major modern reading argues 

that the novel destabilizes simple distinctions between “good” and “bad” Indians 

and between “civilized” whites and “savage” Native people; it gives women and 

Native characters some of the sharpest critiques of colonial violence.  

2. Title and Significance 

The full title, The Deerslayer; or, The First War-Path, is highly significant. 

“Deerslayer” is Natty Bumppo’s early name, given because of his exceptional 

skill in hunting deer. He is not a reckless killer; he believes that animals should 

be killed only for food, clothing, or genuine necessity. He criticizes needless 

slaughter and later regrets killing an eagle merely for sport. His name therefore 

suggests a relationship with nature governed by restraint, skill, necessity, and 

respect. 

The subtitle, “The First War-Path,” indicates Natty’s moral initiation into 

warfare. At the beginning of the novel, he has never killed a human being. During 

the action, he is forced to kill a Huron warrior in self-defence. This event marks 

a transition in his life. The dying warrior gives him the name “Hawkeye,” the 

name under which he appears in The Last of the Mohicans. Thus, the novel is 

both an adventure story and an initiation narrative: it depicts the making of the 

frontier hero. 

The title also establishes a major contrast between hunting and war. Natty 

can kill deer according to the moral necessities of wilderness life, but taking 

human life is a far more serious matter. He insists that killing must occur only in 

open, necessary, and honourable conflict. He rejects the practice of scalping for 

bounty money, particularly the plan of Tom Hutter and Hurry Harry March to kill 

Native American women and children. Natty’s moral distinction between killing 

for survival and killing for profit becomes central to the novel’s ethical argument.  



 

3. Setting and Historical Background 

The novel is set around Lake Otsego in central New York, which Cooper 

calls “Glimmerglass.” The action occurs over roughly one week in June, between 

1740 and 1745, before the full-scale conflict of the French and Indian War. This 

is a colonial frontier zone in which English, French, Huron or Iroquois, Delaware, 

and Mohican interests collide. The isolated setting allows Cooper to explore 

cultural contact, war, captivity, property, race, and moral authority in a 

concentrated form.  

Glimmerglass is one of the most important symbols in the novel. It is a lake 

of great beauty, stillness, reflection, secrecy, and danger. Its clear surface appears 

almost untouched by civilization, but the action repeatedly reveals that it is 

already a contested place. Tom Hutter treats the lake as his private possession. 

Huron groups move around its shores. The white settlement is expanding. The 

lake is therefore not truly empty wilderness. It is already a space of Indigenous 

presence, colonial conflict, competing claims, violence, and impending 

dispossession. 

The contrast between land and water structures the novel. Muskrat Castle, 

Hutter’s fortified dwelling on the lake, and the ark, a floating houseboat, appear 

to offer refuge from danger. Yet they cannot protect their inhabitants permanently. 

The surrounding wilderness is beautiful but unstable; it is both a place of freedom 

and a space of warfare. The lake seems timeless, but the later coda reveals that 

history has entered it. Fifteen years after the main action, Natty, Chingachgook, 

Hist, and their son Uncas return to find the buildings ruined and the scene 

abandoned. This ending suggests the passing of an earlier frontier world and 

anticipates the larger destruction of wilderness and Native life represented 

elsewhere in the Leatherstocking Tales.  

4. Place in the Leatherstocking Tales 

The Deerslayer is the last-written but chronologically earliest 

Leatherstocking novel. It is therefore a prequel, but it is more than a simple 



 

“origin story.” It returns to Natty’s youth in order to revise and reinterpret the 

themes of the earlier novels. Cooper invites readers to begin Natty’s life with this 

novel because it gives the fullest account of how Natty’s moral code, racial ideas, 

friendship with Chingachgook, relationship with nature, and identity as a 

frontiersman were formed.  

In The Pioneers, Natty is an old man living uneasily within a settled 

community. In The Last of the Mohicans, he is Hawkeye, a mature scout engaged 

in the French and Indian War. In The Prairie, he is a very old trapper who dies in 

the West. In The Deerslayer, he is young, inexperienced in human conflict, and 

not yet fully hardened by war and history. This youthful Natty is unusually 

idealistic. He believes strongly in “gifts,” meaning the natural qualities and moral 

codes appropriate to different people, environments, and ways of life. 

Richard Gray notes that as the Leatherstocking Tales move backwards in 

their internal chronology, Natty becomes increasingly removed from settled 

society and increasingly close to the condition of an “American Adam.” He is 

associated with virginity, natural wisdom, male friendship, wilderness skills, 

instinctive morality, and freedom from the corruption of property and civilization. 

The Deerslayer is the clearest expression of this mythic Natty.  

However, the novel also complicates the American Adam myth. Natty’s 

innocence is tested by his first human killing, captivity, the possibility of torture, 

Judith’s love, racial conflict, colonial violence, and the moral contradictions of 

white settlement. He is not simply an innocent man in Eden; he is a figure whose 

innocence must confront history. 

5. Plot Summary 

The novel begins when Natty Bumppo, known as Deerslayer, travels with 

Hurry Harry March toward Glimmerglass. Hurry is physically strong, handsome, 

rash, and aggressively racist. Natty is younger, quieter, morally reflective, and 

more respectful toward Native Americans because he has lived among the 



 

Delawares. They intend to meet Tom Hutter, who lives with his daughters, Judith 

and Hetty, in fortified dwellings on the lake. 

Tom Hutter is a former pirate who has claimed the lake and its surroundings 

as his own. He lives in Muskrat Castle, a fortified house built on piles in the water, 

and also uses a large floating houseboat called the ark. His daughters are very 

different. Judith is beautiful, intelligent, educated, socially conscious, and 

emotionally passionate. Hetty is simple-minded, pious, innocent, compassionate, 

and guided by biblical morality. Hutter’s character is soon revealed to be morally 

compromised: he is ready to kill and scalp Native American women and children 

for bounty money. 

Natty’s close friend, Chingachgook, a Delaware or Mohican warrior, 

arrives with the purpose of rescuing his betrothed, Wah-ta-Wah, usually called 

Hist, who has been abducted by a rival Native group associated with the Hurons. 

The central action of the novel involves repeated acts of capture, rescue, escape, 

ransom, negotiation, betrayal, and retaliation. The plot combines historical-

romance adventure with moral debate. 

Hutter and Hurry decide to attack a Huron camp in order to take scalps for 

money. Natty refuses to participate. He believes that scalping may be part of 

Native custom, but it violates what he sees as the proper moral “gifts” of white 

Christians. Hutter and Hurry are captured during their expedition. Natty later kills 

a Huron warrior only when the warrior attempts to shoot him treacherously. Natty 

treats the dying man with respect rather than scalping him. The man gives him 

the name Hawkeye. 

Natty, Judith, Hetty, and Chingachgook attempt to ransom Hutter and 

Hurry. The exchanges and negotiations reveal that the supposed boundary 

between civilized white people and savage Native people is unstable. Hutter and 

Hurry have acted with cruelty and greed, while Native characters often act 

according to codes of honour, restraint, and family loyalty. The conflict grows 

more violent when Hurry kills a Native woman without necessity. Hutter is 



 

eventually mortally wounded and scalped; before dying, he reveals that he is not 

Judith and Hetty’s biological father. 

Chingachgook and Natty succeed in rescuing Hist, but Natty is captured. 

The Hurons offer him the possibility of being adopted into their community and 

marrying Sumach, the widow of the warrior he killed. Natty refuses because of 

his loyalty to his own identity, friends, and moral code. He is sentenced to torture. 

Judith tries to rescue him by disguising herself as a lady of rank, while Hetty 

appeals to the captors’ moral conscience. Eventually Chingachgook, Hist, and 

British soldiers arrive. Natty is rescued, but the British troops massacre many 

Huron people, and Hetty is fatally wounded during the violence. 

At the close of the novel, Judith proposes marriage to Natty. He refuses, partly 

because he sees himself as a man of the woods who cannot enter settled domestic 

life and partly because he worries about Judith’s past. Judith leaves with the 

soldiers, while Natty goes with Chingachgook and Hist. Fifteen years later, they 

return to Glimmerglass and find the lake abandoned, the buildings ruined, and the 

earlier life of the frontier dissolved. 

6. Major Characters 

Natty Bumppo / Deerslayer / Hawkeye 

Natty Bumppo is the hero of the novel. In this work, he is called Deerslayer 

because of his skill as a hunter. After his first human killing, he is given the name 

Hawkeye. He is young, physically capable, morally serious, loyal, humble, 

courageous, and closely attached to the wilderness. Although he is white, he has 

lived among the Delawares, respects Indigenous culture, and is deeply connected 

with Chingachgook. 

Natty has little formal education and is illiterate, but Cooper presents him 

as possessing “natural” wisdom. He reads what he calls the “book of nature” 

rather than printed books. He studies tracks, animals, forests, water, weather, and 

human conduct. His knowledge is experiential rather than institutional. This 



 

makes him a Romantic figure who values intuition, direct perception, and natural 

morality over formal education and social convention. 

Natty’s central quality is integrity. He keeps his word even when doing so 

places him in danger. When the Hurons allow him temporary freedom on the 

condition that he return, he honours his promise and voluntarily returns to face 

probable torture and death. His conduct makes even his enemies respect him. This 

episode establishes Natty as a frontier hero governed by an internal code of 

honour rather than external law. 

Natty is also a figure of contradiction. He rejects cruelty and racism, but he 

retains ideas about racial “gifts” that modern readers must examine critically. He 

believes different peoples possess different natural customs. Yet the novel 

gradually challenges his fixed racial categories. He learns from experience that 

white men may be cruel and vengeful, while Native people may show generosity, 

courage, and forgiveness. By the end, he suggests that “gifts” arise from 

circumstances—town life, settlement life, forest life—rather than from 

immutable racial nature.  

Chingachgook 

Chingachgook, whose name means “Great Serpent,” is Natty’s closest 

friend. He is a young Delaware or Mohican chief, dignified, courageous, skilled, 

loyal, and deeply devoted to Hist. His friendship with Natty is one of the central 

emotional relationships in the novel. The two men belong to different racial and 

cultural communities, but they share loyalty, trust, courage, and a moral bond. 

Chingachgook represents Native strength, intelligence, dignity, and 

emotional depth. He is not simply a companion to Natty; he is an active hero in 

his own right. His central purpose is to rescue Hist, and his devotion to her 

challenges stereotypes that Native men lack tenderness or respect for women. He 

repeatedly risks his life for Natty and ultimately participates in Natty’s rescue. 



 

The friendship between Natty and Chingachgook is crucial to Cooper’s frontier 

myth. It suggests the possibility of interracial fellowship, mutual respect, and 

shared moral humanity. At the same time, the larger Leatherstocking series 

reveals the tragic limits of this friendship, because Chingachgook’s people and 

way of life are threatened by colonial expansion. 

Judith Hutter 

Judith Hutter is intelligent, educated, strikingly beautiful, proud, emotional, and 

socially ambitious. She is more complex than many conventional heroines of 

early nineteenth-century fiction. She is dissatisfied with Hurry Harry, recognizes 

his coarseness and racism, and is attracted to Natty’s moral strength. She becomes 

increasingly devoted to him and eventually proposes marriage. 

Judith is a tragic figure because she seeks respectability, love, and moral 

renewal but is judged by her past. The discovery that Hutter was not her biological 

father and that her mother had been abandoned by a British officer reveals the 

hidden history of sexual exploitation and patriarchal power behind her identity. 

Judith’s relation with Captain Warley is suggested to have damaged her social 

reputation. Natty’s refusal to marry her is therefore morally troubling as well as 

personally painful. He cannot fully escape the prejudices of his society. 

Judith also becomes one of the strongest critics of male violence. She questions 

Hurry’s argument that one wrong justifies another and condemns the plan to kill 

Native women and children for scalps. A modern scholarly reading identifies 

Judith, Hetty, and Hist as some of the novel’s clearest critics of white imperial 

violence and patriarchal aggression.  

Hetty Hutter 

Hetty is Judith’s younger sister. She is described as simple-minded, 

innocent, pious, vulnerable, compassionate, and spiritually pure. She believes 

deeply in the Bible and in the Christian commandments against murder and 

revenge. Her apparent intellectual simplicity gives her a distinctive moral clarity. 



 

She does not understand the political strategies of the adults, but she understands 

that violence, cruelty, and revenge are wrong. 

Hetty goes alone to the Huron camp to plead for the lives of her father and 

Hurry. She carries her Bible and appeals to the captors’ conscience. Although her 

attempt does not achieve its immediate political goal, the episode is important 

because it exposes the moral failure of colonial violence. The Native characters 

often treat Hetty with tenderness and reverence, whereas the supposedly civilized 

white world proves capable of greed, sexual exploitation, racial hatred, and 

brutality. 

Hetty is mortally wounded in the final battle. Her death suggests that 

innocence cannot survive in a world governed by imperial warfare and masculine 

violence. Yet Cooper presents her moral vision with respect. She is not merely a 

sentimental figure; she is one of the novel’s ethical centres. 

Hurry Harry March 

Hurry Harry is Natty’s opposite. He is physically powerful, handsome, 

energetic, impulsive, violent, vain, and racist. He believes whites are naturally 

superior to Native Americans and sees Indigenous people primarily as enemies, 

animals, or obstacles. He desires Judith because of her beauty but does not 

understand or respect her moral and intellectual complexity. 

Hurry represents a destructive frontier masculinity based on physical force, 

racial contempt, greed, and possession. His willingness to scalp Native people for 

money and his unnecessary killing of a Native woman reveal the cruelty beneath 

his bravado. The novel repeatedly contrasts his behaviour with Natty’s restraint, 

respect for life, and moral self-discipline. 

Tom Hutter 

Tom Hutter is a former pirate, trapper, and self-appointed owner of 

Glimmerglass. He represents the corrupt side of white settlement. Although he is 

capable of affection for his daughters, he is ruthless, greedy, and willing to kill 



 

Native women and children for bounty money. His desire to turn violence into 

profit exposes the economic logic of colonial warfare. 

Hutter’s claim to own the lake also anticipates the conflict between 

property and wilderness found throughout Cooper’s work. He treats 

Glimmerglass as private possession, whereas Natty sees nature as a moral and 

spiritual environment that should not be exploited selfishly. Hutter’s death, 

scalping, and final confession about his past make him a figure of moral and 

familial disorder. 

Hist / Wah-ta-Wah 

Hist is Chingachgook’s beloved and the person whose abduction initiates 

the main action of the novel. She is courageous, loyal, intelligent, and deeply 

committed to Chingachgook. She also becomes an important critic of white 

hypocrisy. She recognizes that whites who claim to follow the Bible often violate 

its teachings by taking Indigenous land and killing Native people for money. 

Hist’s statement that no colour is wholly good and no colour is wholly wicked 

offers one of the novel’s most balanced moral insights. Her voice challenges the 

racial stereotypes expressed by Hurry and sometimes repeated by Natty. She is 

also active in the final rescue of Natty and helps defend Chingachgook against 

Briarthorn.  

7. Major Themes 

Wilderness and Civilization 

The opposition between wilderness and civilization is central to The 

Deerslayer. The wilderness of Glimmerglass is beautiful, sacred, dangerous, free, 

and morally complex. It offers Natty the possibility of living according to natural 

wisdom and direct experience. However, the arrival of settlers, soldiers, traders, 

bounty laws, private property, and racial conflict transforms it into a site of 

violence. 



 

Civilization is not presented simply as superior to wilderness. Hutter, 

Hurry, the British colonial authorities, and the bounty system represent the 

corrupt side of so-called civilization. They bring greed, racism, profit-seeking, 

social judgment, and organized violence. Natty’s wilderness morality often 

appears more humane than the practices of white colonial society. 

Yet Cooper does not idealize wilderness completely. It is a place of danger, 

warfare, captivity, hunger, and death. The novel’s central question is not whether 

wilderness is good and civilization bad. Rather, it asks what kind of society, law, 

morality, and human relationship can preserve freedom without producing 

violence. 

Nature and Moral Law 

Natty sees nature as a book written by God. His knowledge of forests, 

animals, weather, water, and tracks gives him practical wisdom, but it also gives 

him a moral framework. He believes that every creature should live according to 

its “gifts.” Deer should be killed only when necessary; weapons should be used 

responsibly; enemies should be treated honourably; and violence should never 

become a means of profit. 

Natty’s regret after killing an eagle for sport is a significant episode. It 

shows that he considers unnecessary killing morally wrong. He understands that 

skill with firearms requires responsibility, not merely power. In this way, Cooper 

presents Natty as an early ecological figure. Richard Gray describes Natty as 

someone who laments the destruction of trees and animals and who possesses an 

instinctive sense of conservation.  

Race, “Gifts,” and Cultural Difference 

The theme of race is one of the most complex aspects of the novel. Natty 

frequently speaks about the distinct “gifts” of white and Native people. At first, 

he treats these gifts as natural differences. He says that scalping may be an Indian 



 

custom but is inappropriate for a white Christian. Such statements reflect 

nineteenth-century racial thinking and can appear essentialist or stereotypical. 

However, the novel gradually questions Natty’s categories. Hutter and 

Hurry, who are white, act with extreme cruelty. They seek to kill women and 

children for scalp bounty. Native characters such as Chingachgook, Hist, and 

Rivenoak frequently show loyalty, courage, restraint, and moral intelligence. The 

contrast reveals that cruelty is not a racial “gift” but the result of culture, law, war, 

greed, and circumstance. 

A major scholarly interpretation argues that The Deerslayer exposes racial 

binaries as fictional. By the end of the novel, Natty redefines “gifts” as products 

of circumstances: a person in a town develops town gifts, a person in a settlement 

develops settlement gifts, and a person in the forest develops forest gifts; beneath 

these differences, “the creatur’ is the same at the bottom.” This is a remarkable 

movement away from fixed racial hierarchy toward a more cultural and 

environmental understanding of human difference.  

Colonial Violence and the Scalp Bounty 

The scalp bounty is one of the novel’s most important historical and moral 

details. Both French and English colonial authorities offer money for enemy 

scalps. This policy turns human violence into economic reward. It encourages 

settlers such as Hutter and Hurry to kill Native women and children for profit. 

The bounty system reverses conventional stereotypes. White characters 

often describe scalping as a Native practice, but the novel reveals that colonial 

governments make it a commercial and military practice. The Hurons scalp Hutter 

partly because French authorities offer rewards, just as Hutter intended to scalp 

Huron women and children for payment from the English colony. Judith points 

out the moral symmetry: Hutter loses his scalp for Canadian reward money in the 

same way that he planned to take Huron scalps for money from New York.  



 

The novel thus links colonialism, capitalism, racism, and violence. It exposes the 

hypocrisy of a Christian and civilized society that pays people to collect human 

scalps. This is one reason why the novel remains important for postcolonial and 

ethical readings. 

Friendship and Interracial Brotherhood 

Natty and Chingachgook’s friendship represents one of the noblest 

relationships in early American fiction. They are loyal companions who trust each 

other completely. Their friendship crosses racial and cultural boundaries and 

challenges Hurry’s racist ideology. Natty respects Chingachgook’s culture, while 

Chingachgook recognizes Natty’s integrity. 

The friendship also has spiritual significance. Natty eventually suggests 

that true friends should not be separated even in heaven merely because they 

belong to different races. This vision of a shared afterlife challenges racial 

segregation and suggests that moral character, courage, and friendship matter 

more than colour.  

At the same time, readers must recognize that Cooper’s representation of 

Native Americans is still shaped by nineteenth-century romantic stereotypes. 

Chingachgook and Hist may seem idealized, and the novel continues to divide 

Indigenous characters into noble and villainous types. The value of the novel lies 

partly in its tensions: it both reproduces and questions the racial assumptions of 

its period. 

Gender, Women, and Patriarchy 

The women in The Deerslayer are not merely passive figures. Judith, Hetty, and 

Hist possess distinct moral perspectives and repeatedly expose the failures of 

men. Judith questions revenge, greed, and the killing of Native women and 

children. Hetty appeals to Christian forgiveness and compassion. Hist challenges 

white hypocrisy and racial violence. 



 

A scholarly reading describes The Deerslayer as Cooper’s most feminist 

Leatherstocking novel because women emerge as powerful critics of patriarchal 

and colonial violence. The novel also reveals how women suffer under male 

systems of possession and reputation. Judith is judged for a sexual past connected 

with male seduction and abandonment; Hetty dies in a male-created war; Hist is 

abducted and treated as an object of exchange; and Sumach is offered to Natty in 

marriage as part of a political settlement.  

Judith’s proposal to Natty is particularly important. By proposing 

marriage, she acts with courage and agency. Yet Natty refuses her, partly because 

he sees himself as a solitary man of the woods and partly because he is influenced 

by social prejudice about her reputation. The scene exposes the limitations of 

Natty’s moral idealism. He is honourable in war but less capable of overcoming 

gendered social judgment. 

Individualism and Community 

Natty Bumppo is an emblem of American individualism. He is independent 

from property, towns, institutions, law courts, domestic settlement, and 

commercial society. He lives according to conscience and natural morality. 

However, the novel also recognizes the danger of individualism. Hutter and Hurry 

act independently, but their independence becomes selfishness, greed, violence, 

and contempt for others. 

Natty’s individualism differs from theirs because it is governed by 

responsibility, loyalty, and restraint. He honours his promises; he protects women; 

he respects Chingachgook; he avoids unnecessary killing; and he refuses profit 

from violence. The novel asks whether true freedom can exist without moral 

obligation. Its answer is that freedom requires self-control, sympathy, and ethical 

responsibility. 

8. The Deerslayer as Historical Romance 

The Deerslayer is a historical romance because it combines an eighteenth-

century colonial setting with imaginative adventure, symbolic characters, heroic 



 

action, cultural conflict, love, captivity, rescue, moral debate, and mythic 

landscape. It is not a realistic historical chronicle. It uses the past creatively in 

order to explore national identity, wilderness, race, law, violence, and civilization. 

The historical setting is specific. The novel takes place in the early 1740s, during 

the imperial contest between Britain and France for control of North America. It 

anticipates the larger French and Indian War that forms the historical background 

of The Last of the Mohicans. Cooper incorporates historically plausible details: 

frontier settlement, Indigenous communities, colonial military policy, scalp 

bounties, territorial conflict, captivity, and the struggle for land.  

However, Cooper also transforms history into romance. Glimmerglass 

becomes an almost legendary landscape. Natty becomes a heroic and symbolic 

figure rather than an ordinary historical person. Chingachgook becomes the noble 

friend and warrior. The lake, ark, castle, forest, and hidden canoes create a world 

of adventure and mystery. The plot contains improbable escapes, disguises, 

rescues, captures, and dramatic confrontations. This heightened form is 

characteristic of romance. 

The novel also uses the past to criticize the present. Written in 1841, it 

looks back to the 1740s, but its concerns are connected with the United States of 

Cooper’s own time. The struggle over Indigenous land, the ideology of racial 

difference, the expansion of white settlement, the violence of empire, and the 

moral effects of commercial society were all urgent antebellum issues. By setting 

the action in the colonial past, Cooper could explore the origins of these problems. 

The historical-romance form allows Cooper to create a national myth while 

also revealing the violence concealed by myth. On one level, Natty represents the 

ideal American frontiersman: independent, courageous, honest, skilled, and close 

to nature. On another level, the novel shows that the frontier is not empty land 

waiting to be claimed; it is a place already inhabited, contested, and wounded by 

imperial conflict. The romance therefore contains both myth-making and myth-

critique. 



 

The novel’s treatment of history is especially important because it resists a 

simple narrative of progress. The pristine landscape does not lead smoothly 

toward civilization. Instead, civilization brings scalp bounties, property claims, 

racial violence, sexual exploitation, military massacre, and the destruction of the 

wilderness. The final return to ruined Glimmerglass suggests that history is not 

merely progress; it may also be loss. 

9. Style and Narrative Method 

Cooper’s style in The Deerslayer is expansive, descriptive, philosophical, 

and often didactic. He devotes considerable attention to landscape, moral debate, 

dialogue, and the ethical reasoning of characters. Modern readers may find the 

long conversations slow, but they are central to the novel’s purpose. The 

discussions about race, religion, war, scalping, property, marriage, law, and moral 

“gifts” carry the novel’s intellectual argument. 

The narrative voice is not entirely neutral. It often praises Natty’s integrity 

and wilderness wisdom, but it also occasionally exposes his limitations, 

especially his “innocent vanity” about race and colour. The narrator encourages 

readers to admire Natty, but the action complicates Natty’s own racial theories by 

showing the cruelty of white settlers and the humanity of Native characters.  

Cooper uses contrast as a major technique. Natty is contrasted with Hurry; 

Chingachgook with Briarthorn; Judith with Hetty; Hutter’s greed with Natty’s 

moral restraint; the lake’s beauty with the violence committed around it; white 

Christianity with colonial hypocrisy; and public claims of civilization with actual 

brutality. These contrasts create the moral structure of the romance. 

10. Critical Evaluation 

The Deerslayer is a powerful but problematic work. Its strengths include 

its vivid wilderness setting, memorable hero, moral seriousness, exploration of 

interracial friendship, critique of colonial violence, and complex relation between 

nature and civilization. It is particularly important for its exposure of scalp bounty 



 

as a system in which European colonial powers turn violence against Indigenous 

people into economic profit. 

The novel also has limitations. Cooper often uses racial stereotypes and 

contrasts “noble” and “savage” Indigenous characters. His use of terms such as 

“Mingo,” “Indian,” and “red man” reflects the language and racial assumptions 

of the nineteenth century. His portrayal of Native people remains filtered through 

a white author’s imagination. Likewise, Hetty’s intellectual disability is 

sentimentalized, and Judith’s sexual history is treated through restrictive moral 

conventions. 

Nevertheless, the novel is more self-critical than it may first appear. It 

repeatedly shows white characters as greedy, racist, violent, sexually exploitative, 

and morally compromised. It gives Native and female characters important moral 

insight. Modern scholarship therefore argues that the novel deserves to be read 

not only as a frontier myth but also as a critique of the racial violence and imperial 

logic behind white expansion.  

Conclusion 

The Deerslayer is far more than a frontier adventure about a young 

woodsman. It is a historical romance in which the colonial past becomes a means 

of examining the moral foundations of American society. Through Natty 

Bumppo’s first war-path, Cooper explores the relationship between nature and 

civilization, individualism and community, race and culture, friendship and 

prejudice, women and patriarchy, law and justice, violence and moral 

responsibility. 

The novel creates Natty Bumppo as a mythic American hero, yet it also 

complicates the myth of the frontier by showing that wilderness is already 

inhabited and contested. Its portrayal of white scalp hunters, colonial bounty 

laws, and military violence raises serious questions about the supposedly 

civilizing mission of European settlement. Its women and Native characters often 

see the moral reality of colonial violence more clearly than the white male 



 

characters who claim authority. For M.A. students, the most productive reading 

is therefore one that recognizes both Cooper’s Romantic myth-making and his 

uneasy critique of empire, racial violence, and the destruction of the natural 

world. 

 

Click on the You Tube Link given below for Audio/Video Analysis:  

YouTube Analysis Link  : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVwdy9We-J0  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVwdy9We-J0

