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Abstract: Irving’s hero Rip Van Winkle “presides over the birth of the American imagination” (Leslie 

Fiedler) in terms of providing a prototypical character that was to be revamped over and over again 
in such later fictional embodiments as those created by Cooper or Vonnegut, Twain or Salinger, 

Melville or Hemingway… The author of Moby Dick, in the year of his death, also proposes a poetic 

projection of Rip as the American artist in his “Rip Van Winkle’s Lilac,” where the lilac itself (never 
mentioned in Irving’s tale) plays an essential role (unexplored by the first author) in reinventing and 

building a tradition out of nothing. The paper follows the title concepts (“lilac,” “Rip,” “plant”) in 

their migration and evolution from the Old World to America and its (literary) culture, i.e. from 
Persia, Turkey, and the Balkans to Virginia and upstate New York, from Great Britain to New 

England, from Germany to Pennsylvania… 
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Since the three “thematic” words of our title are “lilac,” “Rip” and “planted,” an 

improbably potential reader might be supposed to expect that we would treat them in that 

order, and a careful research scholar cannot afford to mislead even such an imaginary 

audience. 

Therefore, Syringa vulgaris of the family Oleaceae is a large deciduous low-

maintenance (n.b.) shrub or small tree, with heart-shaped leaves and lavender, mauve, pink or 

white sweet-smelling flowers. For a more convincing perception, our only choice is to appeal 

to the poets and, as “Rip” would require, they would have to be American. In his famous 

elegy “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” composed in the months following 

Lincoln’s assassination on April 14, 1865, and printed in the fall of that year, Walt Whitman 

(1819-1802) offers this New World picture: 

“In the dooryard fronting an old farm-house near the white-washed palings, 

Stands the lilac-bush tall-growing with heart-shaped leaves of rich green, 

With many a pointed blossom rising delicate, with perfume strong I love, 

With every leaf a miracle—and from this bush in the dooryard, 

With delicate-color’d blossoms and heart-shaped leaves of rich green, 

A sprig with its flower I break.” 

For later use, we can save the “old farm-house,” the “rich green” and “the sprig.” 

Several decades later, imagist Amy Lowell (1874-1925) in her “Lilacs” poem 

instructs us, in the refrain, as to the real lilac colors: “Lilacs/False blue,/White,/Purple,/Color 

of lilac…” 

Possibly of a Persian origin, whence it moved to Turkey and the Balkans, where it still 

can be seen growing wild, the lilac was introduced to European gardens at the end of the 16th-

century from Ottoman gardens, so we can start wondering about when and how it got to 

America—unless it may have already been there; but Lowell seems to know: “You are 

everywhere./You were everywhere…/The dead feed you…/You have forgotten your Eastern 

origin.” 

However, an author like Ann Leighton also knows—and much more: Peter Collinson 

(1694-1768), British botanist and a Fellow of the Royal Society (F.R.S.), who had a large 

personal plant collection, wrote to colonial botanist John Bertram (1699-1777), his 
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“horticultural friend” of Pennsylvania (“the father of American Botany”—Jane Goodall), 

about an impressive collection of lilacs owned by John Custis (1678-1749) of Williamsburg, 

Virginia. And so three of Rip’s “contemporaries” on both sides of the Atlantic corresponded 

about this flower (and other plants and seeds they exchanged) that Irving’s hero seems to 

have ignored. Also in Rip’s U.S. life, the lilac became the state flower of New Hampshire, as 

it was “symbolic of that hardy character of the men and women of the Granite State”(New 

Hampshire Statute) 

What interests us here is that in the 1760s to the 1780s (the “narrated time” of Irving’s 

tale) that lilac had just been brought over from the Old World to New England first 

(presumably), where, in the second-growth woodlands a thicket of such a bush had come to 

be the first indication of the cellar-hole of a vanished timber-framed farmhouse (like Rip’s 

fictional one); an explanation (legitimizing Melville’s 1890s poem) is that the lilac produces 

secondary shoots called “suckers’ from the roots, which in the course of decades (two or 

more!) may produce a small clonal thicket (see Dictionary of Gardening and Ann Leighton 

again). And Amy Lowell, after Melville (whose poem she may or, rather, may not have 

known, so her roots might be somewhere else) concurs: 

“Lilacs watching a deserted house… 

Above a cellar dug into a hill… 

Heart-leaves of lilac all over New England, 

Roots of lilac under all the soil of New England, 

Lilac in me because I am New England, 

Because my roots are in it…” 

Our second title word invokes one of the most famous stories in American literature; 

Washington Irving (1783-1859) was writing his Sketch-Book stories (tales and legends) 

while in Europe and England (1815-1832), at about the same time romantic John Keats(1795-

1821) wrote his 1818 “When I Have Fears…” sonnet (see infra) and Melville was being born. 

The Sketch-Book was published serially in 1819-’20; we see almost no use in summarizing 

the story of the hen-pecked vagabond who wanders away from his village into the 

Kaatskill/Catskill Mountains to return twenty years later with the story—that he will tell over 

and over again—that he has just awakened after drinking out of a flagon given him by 

Hendrick/Henry Hudson. 

This “outlandish story of hibernation” is accompanied by a preamble, an added note 

and a postscript (referring to suspect historian Diedrich Knickerbocker, a Washington Irving 

signature), all meant to buttress its truthfulness; in time, quite a number of scholars and critics 

did their best in undermining Irving’s originality, by digging up all sorts of possible European 

or Asian sources (see also our “Time Travelers” in Hermeneutic Challenge, 2015, pp.111-

122); there are thus innumerable myths, legends and folk tales whose probable knowledge 

turned Irving into a quasi-plagiarist; these are legends about King Arthur, Charlemagne, 

Frederick Barbarossa (i.e. Rothbard referred to by Irving), Siegfried, Norse Wooden (in the 

epigraph), the “Resurrection” story of “Peter Klauss” in the German of Otmar’s Volksagen 

(published in Bremen in 1800), then the “Seven Sleepers of Ephesus” (c.250-500 A.D.) 

honored as saints thereafter, etc., etc… 

In the story itself, a certain Peter Vanderdonk (descendant of a historian) corroborates 

Rip’s story by showing that “the Kaatskill mountains had always been haunted by strange 

beings—the great Hendrick Hudson, the first discoverer of the river and the country, /who/ 

kept a kind of vigil there every twenty years, with his crew of the Half-moon.” Let us say—

also for the sake of historical correctness—that Henry/Henrick/Hendrick Hudson (c. 

1560s/’70s-1611), an English sea commander employed by the Dutch (hence the name 

variants) East India Company, would have been in his nineties at the time Rip left his village 
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and met him and his gnomish bowlers—“odd-looking personages playing at nine-pins,” 

among whom “one… seemed to be the commander.” Irrespective of its relationship to 

history, Irving’s tale has to do with time, escape from time and victimization by time; its 

corresponding themes are sleep and waking, youth and age and the refusal to grow up (as also 

seen in Cooper, Melville or Twain in the 19th-century), and a paradoxical yearning and fear in 

man’s experience. And thus most readers remain with a “sense of deep but teasingly 

unresolved meaning, or cluster of meanings.” (The Makers and the Making, I, p.243) Worth 

mentioning, in view of what follows, is that there is no lilac (bush) in Irving’s story. But of 

course, one can always fittingly remember Coleridge’s “willing suspension of disbelief” in 

defending Rip’s reality in 18th-century New England and that of a lilac that only Melville 

could picture some seventy years after Irving. 

The main component of this story of many meanings is its main character; if Irving’s 

“story… is beyond the possibility of doubt,” there is no doubt as to the mythical dimension of 

Rip Van Winkle in American culture; a dimension based upon his fundamental paradox: he is 

a character who gets away with failure—a failure that succeeds, therefore (Melville’s theme, 

infra). Idle, careless, absent-minded and hen-pecked, Rip is also disinterested, obedient, 

generous and altruistic; of a “foolish, well-oiled” disposition, his meekness of spirit is 

doubled by his popularity (among children and animals first of all), simplicity and good-

naturedness; a kind neighbor and a quiet man, Rip is also a philosopher who took the world 

easy, one who was always “ready to attend to anybody’s business but his own”; but what 

could attract another writer’s attention (Melville in this case) was that he was a “thirsty soul,” 

and a student of art—he sees the Hudson group as reminiscent of an old Flemish painting in 

the parlor of the village parson; and one should add here his aversion to all kinds of profitable 

labor, his good-for-nothing character (anti-American 19th-century pragmatism), that of the 

“useless man,” the artist, the painter, the thinker, the story-teller that he finally became, after 

having been forced to doubt his own identity and find himself alone in the world. No wonder 

the common noun in (American) English, “a Rip Van Winkle,” has grown to refer not only to 

a person who sleeps a lot, but also to one who is oblivious to changes, especially in social 

attitudes and thought; a symbol of American infancy itself and of misplaced innocence—that 

of the adolescent who, once again,  refuses to grow up. 

Consequently, John Thorn can say that “Patron saint of the Catskills, Rip Van Winkle 

has belonged to all America, coast to coast”: there is a Rip Van Winkle House along the road 

from Palenville to Catskill Mountain House and a RVW House in San Francisco; the is a 

1937 1,540 m. long cantilever and truss RVW toll Bridge spanning the Hudson River 

between the towns of Catskill and Hudson and an Old Rip Van Winkle Distillery of fine 

Bourbon in Frankfort, Kentucky; in New York’s Catskill Region one finds a Rip Van Winkle 

Campgrounds, a RVW Ranch and RVW Garden as far South as Jefferson Island in 

Louisiana; and, naturally, there is a Rip Van Winkle Foundation. 

Complementarily (and unchronologically), Rip became the subject of quite a number 

of stage-play adaptations, following the famous one by Joseph Jefferson, an actor who also 

played the Rip role over a period of thirty years, beginning in 1859. In parallel, Palenville, 

Greene County, New York—this (un-)probable hometown of the sleepy Dutchman—became 

the seat of one of country’s earliest art colonies, that developed into the Hudson River School 

of painting. Inspired by Constable and Turner, Thomas Cole, Asher Durand and some other 

twenty artists gave America some of the largest collections of paintings whose subjects were 

mainly the “Rip Van Winkle” countryside. In the same period, sculptor John Rogers modeled 

Rip on actor Joseph Jefferson in his “Rip Van Winkle at Home,” “Rip Van Winkle on the 

Mountain,” and “Rip Van Winkle Returned”; and there is also another bluestone sculpture at 

the summit of Hunter Mountain by Kevin Van Hentensyck. Composer Ferde Grofe left a 
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“Hudson River Suite,” artist-illustrators Arthur Rackham, N. C. Wyeth and Thomas Locker 

represented Rip in their illustrated editions, and there is also a Rip operetta, Rip cartoons and 

films, songs and a novel by Max Frisch… and so on and… 

Consequently, almost no one would be surprise to read in 1960 (in Leslie Fiedler’s 

Love and Death…) that “the figure of Rip Van Winkle presides over the birth of the 

American imagination…” No one, of course, except for a number of feminists (see Fetterley 

and many others) who could not forgive Irving for making Rip run away from a “termagant 

wife” and a “terrible virago” who did not even have a real name, except for her being “Dame 

Van Winkle.” Anyway, what the Buffalo professor had in mind was Irving’s having fathered 

America’s first “homespun” archetype—that of the lone male headed for the wilderness in 

flight from a repressive (female) civilization; an archetype that was to include conceptually 

Cooper’s Natty Bumpo, Thoreau himself, Melville’s Ishmael and Ahab, the Western heroes, 

Twain’s Huck, Hemingway’s Nick Adams, Salinger’s Holden Caulfield, Vonnegut’s Billy 

Pilgrim…; the archetype of a man on the run, from family, authority, government, from 

Europe and other continents, from himself; and an archetype also including the relationship 

between youth and age, escape from time again, ambiguity in one’s relation to nature, a 

poetic view of reality (once more, Rip as artist that Melville decided to explore); this is, at the 

same time, the flight of the dreamer and perpetual adolescent away from the drab duties and 

chores of home and town, toward the good companions and the magic keg. 

However, more than half a century before Fiedler, one of America’s greatest writers, 

whose “star had fallen from the firmament” (Thorn) after Typee, with Moby Dick selling 

only four thousand copies, followed in like manner by The Confidence Man, and then, in 

1866, by his poems in Battle Pieces and Aspects of the War (471 copies sold), and whose 

name, at his death, in 1891, was given in a New York newspaper as Henry Melville, thought 

of finding inspiration to express his sad lot in both Keats and Irving. Keats’ 1818 sonnet 

(which, in Robert Sandberg’s opinion, Melville “likely had read, at least once…”) remains 

more of an aside in this paper, as another early example of “good-for-nothing” romantics 

finding themselves facing improbable posthumous fame: 

“When I have fears that I may cease to be                  /the poet died in 1821/ 

Before my pen has glean’d my teeming brain, 

Before high piled books, in charact’ry, 

Hold like rich garners the full-ripen’d grain; 

When I behold, upon the night’s starr’d face, 

Huge cloudy symbols of a high romance, 

And feel that I may never live to trace 

Their shadows, with the magic hand of chance… 

                          …--then on the shore 

Of the wide world I stand alone, and think, 

Till love and fame to nothingness do sink.”        (Jan. 1818) 

“Melville’s Premonitory Vision of Posthumous Fame” (Sandberg title) is a rather 

curious “experimental combination of prose and poetry that transforms and elevates Rip to 

nothing short of sainthood”(Thorn); “Rip Van Winkle’s Lilac” was included in Melville’s 

1891 collection  /the author died in 1991/ of poems Weeds and Wildings, Chiefly, with a 

Rose or Two (and published only in the 1920s); a title that partially reminds one of Rip’s 

habits: “weeds were sure to grow quicker in his fields than anywhere else.” The volume as a 

whole was dedicated to his long-suffering wife, Lizzie, so in the lilac poem he dilutes some 

of the misogyny in Irving; where Irving casts Dame Van Winkle as a shrew, Melville prefers 

to recall the early tenderness that must have brought and held Rip and his wife together (at 

least for a while). 
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Both the prose frame story preceding the poem and the poem itself begin where Irving 

left off; “Riverward emerging toward sunset in leafy June from a dark upper clove or gorge 

of the Kattskills, dazed with his long sleep in an innermost hollow of these mountains, the 

good-hearted good-for-nothing comes to an upland pasture.” When Melville’s Rip returns to 

his broken down home “he recalls having set a Lilac on the day of his departure for the hills”; 

in fact (in fiction, actually), he never did, but Rip is a typically unreliable source, so we can 

think of “his” lilac continuing to bloom many years after his death. And the frame tale moves 

on: “It was with some difficulty that he found the way to his own house… He found the 

house gone to decay—the roof fallen in, the windows shattered, and the doors off the hinges.” 

Next Melville introduces “a certain meditative vagabond,” who had come upon Rip’s 

house a few years before Rip’s awakening—a “bohemian painter,” in fact, who decided to 

paint “the pink Lilac relieved against the greeny ruinous house;” what the painter sees are a 

fallen willow, the roof-shingle mosses and the Lilac sprouting from Rip’s planting twenty 

years or so before. The frame tale gets dramatic overtones as a “cadaver” type of traveler 

joins in, insisting that the artist paint something godly, such as a newly constructed 

tabernacle: “’You will stick to this wretched old ruin the, will you?’ ‘Yes, and the Lilac!’ 

‘The Lilac? and black what-do-you-call-it 

-lichen, on the trunk, so old it is. It is half-rotten, and its flowers spring from the 

rottenness under it, just as the moss on those eaves does from the rotting shingles.’ ‘Yes, 

decay is often a gardener,’ asserted the other.” 

And Melville takes the opportunity to emphasize his celebration of this metaphor for 

artistic continuity: “But, behold: shooting up above the low dilapidated eaves, the Lilac now 

laughed where the inconsolable willow had wept. Lightly it dropt upon the green roof the 

pink little bells from its bunched blossoms in place of the old willow’s yellowed leaves.” 

While his vagabondo: “’Thank you; but what should we poor devils of Bohemians do for the 

Picturesque, if Nature was in all things a precisian, each building like that church and every 

man made in your image.—But, bless me, what am I doing, I must tone down the green 

here!’” 

This organic production of beauty from decay and suffering takes us back to one of 

the themes Melville contemplated throughout his life—the difficulty of being an artist in an 

increasingly capitalistic America; his (and Rip’s—sic) lilac comes thus to stand not only for 

humanity and love (like Whitman’s in his Lincoln elegy), but also for the perseverance of 

beauty in the middle of decline; the walls (limits) enclosing the hearth have crumbled, 

forming the backdrop for the wild growth of the lilac; refusing cold abstraction, the new 

(American) prototype of the artist, i.e. Rip, celebrates the wild, accidental and experiential. 

And this was only the prose part; in Melville’s poetic (seventy-seven lines) revamping 

of Irving’s tale, we begin by listening again to unreliable Rip: 

“Ay,--no!—My brain is addled yet; 

With last night’s flagons—full I forget.” 

Only, just as soon, he sees something his first author did not make him see: 

“But look.—Well, well, it so must be, 

For there it is, and, sure, I see. 

Yon lilac is all right, no doubt… 

But where’s the willow?... 

/And/ yonder lilac! how now came— 

Rip, where does Rip Van Winkle live? 

Lilac?—a lilac? Why, just there, 

If my cracked memory /n.b./ don’t deceive, 

‘Twas I set out a lilac fair, 
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Yesterday morning, seems to me… 

My head!—whose head?—Ah, Rip. (I’m Rip) 

That lilac was a little slip 

And yonder lilac is a tree!” 

Then Melville’s—or the omniscient’s—voice comments on “the withered good-

fellow’s resurrection,” told by “happiest Irving” who, of course, was one “never from genial 

verity swerving”(see supra); actor-adapter Jefferson is next mentioned, only to make room 

for Melville to “tell/Of things that posthumously fell..,” all the way down to the “present-

day” villa, “Rip’s abode” and its young Lilac—an uncommon lilac /American 

exceptionalism/ full of a unique fragrance (is Emerson anywhere near in the background?) 

that “neighbors begged” to have a slip of /a sucker, or a sprig in Whitman/ and train it, and 

so, from neighbor to neighbor, “thanks to the poor good-for-nothing Rip,” the whole region 

/New England, the New World, its new art and literature/ is “dowered/Like the first Paradise 

embowered”; and the whole of America thus becomes “Lilac Land.” 

Melville’s conclusion anticipates somehow Fiedler’s: 

“O reader mine, when June’s at best, 

A dream of Rip shall slack the rein, 

For true his heart flows out confessed. 

And there you’ll say,--O, hard ones, truce? 

See, where man finds in man no use 

Boon nature finds one—Heaven be blest!” 

And our conclusion: the lilac that the early (first?) American, Rip, never planted grew 

by itself out of the debris of a meaningless existence—anticipated enormous posthumous 

success (for both Rip and Melville…, and Keats, for that matter) after a lifetime as a failure. 
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