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ECHOES OF THE SELF IN NATURE: ECOLOGICAL SPACES 
AND TRAUMA RESOLUTION IN MODERN FICTION 

Saumya Agarwal and Nagendra Kumar 

Abstract: Nature, in literature, often serves as a profound objective correlative for 
human emotions. Apart from acting as an aesthetic backdrop, it becomes a 
therapeutic landscape for trauma-impacted psyches. This paper explores how 
natural environments function as sites of psychological restoration through the lens 
of trauma studies and ecotherapy. Through close readings of Kate Chopin’s “The 
Story of an Hour” and Ernest Hemingway’s “Big Two-Hearted River”, the study 
examines how the protagonists of the short stories engage with natural settings to 
navigate grief, emotional exhaustion, and post-traumatic stress. Using the trauma 
theory, the paper aims to recognise the lingering effects of emotional and 
psychological rupture marked by fragmentation, dissociation, and loss of narrative 
continuity. Another objective of the study is to trace the nuances of ecotherapy, 
through which the protagonists build a reconnection with the natural world as a 
pathway to healing, facilitating recovery and regeneration. Encounters with 
tranquillity, wilderness, and sensory stimuli in nature perform a therapeutic 
function, enabling the somatic and symbolic processing of trauma. Thus, the 
interdisciplinary inquiry reveals the processes with which the protagonists’ internal 
disarray or psychic disturbance is soothed by ecological rhythms, aligning with 
ecotherapy’s core principles of grounding, embodiment, and restoration. 
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To the writers of classical antiquity, nature personified spirituality and divinity, and this 
became the backdrop for allegorical and moralistic literature in the medieval period. In Greek and 
Roman literature, nature was portrayed as a set of elemental forces embodied in divine entities — 
such as Gaia (earth), Demeter (harvest), Artemis (wilderness), and Poseidon (sea) — who mediated 
between nature and the human world through fate and morality. The Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment eras idolised the pastoral, associating it with empirical, observational, and scientific 
approaches. While the writers, playwrights and poets of those eras drew inspiration from classical 
antecedents, they infused nature with humanistic values, as in Sir Philip Sidney’s Arcadia (1593), 
Edmund Spenser’s The Shepheardes Calender (1579), John Milton’s L’Allegro and Il Penseroso 
(1645), James Thomson’s The Seasons (1730), Alexander Pope’s Windsor Forest (1713), Oliver 
Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village (1770), and others. In these works, nature serves as a pastoral 
refuge, both an idyllic retreat and a source of empirical observation, embracing both Renaissance 
humanist classical harmony and the Enlightenment’s investment in observation and scientific 
empiricism. Romanticists mark nature as a source of inspiration, beauty, and sublimity, and as a 
space of abode and retreat. Edmund Burke’s ideas in Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our 
Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), Wordsworth’s The Prelude (1850) and Tintern Abbey 
(1798), Coleridge’s Frost at Midnight (1798), Shelley’s Ode to the West Wind (1820), Keats’s To 
Autumn (1820), and Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812) describe nature as a restorative 
agent to an exhausted psyche; it becomes a spiritual educator. It acts as a spirit of revolution, an 
embodiment of human emotion and transience, and an agent of imaginative transformation that 
counters alienation. Even American transcendentalists — Ralph Waldo Emerson in Nature (1836) 
and Henry David Thoreau in Walden (1854) and Walking (1862) — have articulated nature as a 
healer bearing the capacity to restore fractured minds. It is treated as a psychological cure that 
offers tranquillity, renewal, and a symbolic cycle of resilience, hope, and empowerment. 

With the advent of modernism and the two World Wars, mechanisation, industrialisation, 
fragmentation, and chaos became poignant sources of psychological distress. Within such social 
and cultural contexts, the writings of Kate Chopin and Ernest Hemingway hinted at the idea that 
nature can provide a cure for mental health problems. Though separated by decades, they appear 
as kindred spirits within the modernist imagination. They expanded the stylistic revolution of 
fragmented syntax, non-linear time, and rejection of realism by investing in ecological and 
psychological negotiations with the conditions of modernity. Chopin’s women are trapped within 
the alienating structures of patriarchal domesticity and industrial-era social expectations, while 
Hemingway’s characters embody psychic dislocations, mechanised warfare, and historical rupture. 
Both authors present a double vision of the realities of modern society: on the one hand, their 
works represent the weight of industrialisation, social control, and historical violence; on the other, 
they underscore the continuity, restoration, and meaning in the cyclical rhythms of the natural 
world. Their writings are not just an aesthetic response to the modernity crisis but an effort to 
mediate the fragile yet persistent dialogue between human suffering and ecological renewal. Thus, 
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the present paper uses Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” and Hemingway’s “Big Two Hearted 
River” (Parts 1 and 2) as its primary material for investigating how natural imagery becomes the 
site of healing and recovery from trauma and psychic complexities in the form of anxieties, 
disengagement, and shattered mental peace. 

“The Story of an Hour” and “Big Two-Hearted River” 
Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour”, first titled “The Dream of an Hour”, was originally 

published in Vogue in 1894 and later reprinted in St. Louis Life in 1895. It unfolds during a single 
hour in the life of Louise Mallard, providing a glimpse into her conflicting psychological and 
emotional struggles on hearing the news of her husband’s death in a train accident. She first 
experiences overwhelming grief and despair, but after some time, she undergoes a sense of 
liberation. The imagery of nature formed by the “open window” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352) serves as 
a counterpoise to patriarchal repression, aligning the story with ecofeminist readings that connect 
women’s autonomy to natural cycles of regeneration. Sabbagh and Saghaei (2014) provide a 
stylistic feminist reading emphasising “emancipation” and “self-assertion”, stating that the short 
story is considered to be “one of the favorites of feminist critics” and “has frequently been used as 
a text to show the domineering nature of the ‘patriarchal’ ideology, which has ‘ruthlessly 
suppressed’ female thoughts and identity” (p. 297). Hu’s (2025) study focuses on the spatial 
narratology and the role of physical and mental spaces in shaping Louise’s experience. The three 
spaces present in the story — “waiting room” (social space), “bedroom” (private space), and 
“doorways” (boundaries between private and social space) — highlight the ideological conflicts 
between patriarchal norms and individual freedom. In another article, Hu (2022a) interpreted 
Chopin’s style of “repetition” of words as symbolising Louise’s ethical and psychological 
characterisation as a modern woman, in contrast to nineteenth-century womanhood. Wan (2009) 
undertook a philosophical exploration of freedom and death, connecting the story with the 
existential visions of Emerson, Heidegger, and Zhuangzi. Many scholars and academicians have 
conducted feminist readings of the text, highlighting Louise’s struggle against oppression, 
subjugation, and the loss of identity. Berkove (2000) reoriented the debate from feminist irony and 
pathology by re-reading Louise as an “unreliable” or “immature” character who is “a victim of her 
own extreme self-assertion” (p. 152) with “unrealistic expectations of absolute freedom” (p. 158). 
Xuding Wang (2008), however, critiqued and rejected Berkove’s idea, presenting Louise as a 
figure of “feminine selfhood and freedom” (p. 109). Masiero (2024) and Guo and Jian (2025) 
examined the ways that Chopin’s narrative strategies incorporate perspectival play and liminal 
subjectivity, simultaneously exposing the limits of patriarchal interpretation and Louise’s 
liberation. Guo and Jian’s (2025) analysis navigates the “three-act rhythm structure” (p. 83), 
encapsulating the themes of emotional complexity, societal constraints, and the fleeting quest for 
freedom. On similar lines, Yazgi (2020) interpreted the story through Aristotelian tragedy 
(anagnorisis, peripeteia, and catastrophe) in Louise’s “moment of illumination” (p. 148), from her 
initial learning of her husband’s death to her recognition of her liberation and then the fatal result 
of his return. Foote (2013) interpreted the story as a “protomodernist text” (p. 85), evaluating it in 
the context of technology, speed, and modernity, critiquing disembodied communication and the 
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psychological consequences of technology. These studies underscore the story’s openness to 
divergent readings of feminist emancipation, its ironic critique of egotism, its stylistic ambiguity, 
its narrative structure, and its spatial tragedy. 

“Big Two-Hearted River” (Parts 1 and 2) by Ernest Hemingway (1938/1960), originally 
published in his 1925 collection In Our Time, is a celebrated exploration of trauma, silence, and 
recovery through nature. Divided into two parts, the story follows a day in the life of World War I 
veteran Nick Adams, who goes camping in the wilderness of Michigan. The narrative’s resonance 
lies in its minimalist prose, which encodes the psychological struggles of a man coping with the 
aftermath of war. The narrative structure of the story is a critical embodiment of Hemingway’s 
“iceberg theory”, in which war is never mentioned, but the elements of wartime experience linger 
beneath every action and silence. The burned-over countryside is a metaphor for psychic 
devastation, while the river and the swamp become motifs of resilience and peril. Yufeng Wang 
(2019) presented an ecocritical interpretation of the short story, highlighting ecological 
consciousness through Nick’s “trivial” (p. 796) activities — camping, fishing, and walking. Adair 
(1991) explored the symbolic function of the “swamp”, describing it as a “tragic adventure” (p. 
584) in which the dark, suffocating water recalls waist-deep marshes in which soldiers fought for 
their survival: fishing in the swamp recalls Nick’s trauma. In another article, Adair (1977) 
emphasised Hemingway’s modernist technique of layering time and space, where landscapes are 
not mimetic but represent the “dreaming part of Hemingway’s mind” (p. 144). The story becomes 
a “palimpsest” (p. 149) where the present overlaps with harrowing memories of the past in a 
psychological reenactment of his war experiences. Similarly, Green (1968) related the rhythm, 
syntax, and stress patterns to Nick’s fluctuating psychological states: fragmented sentences reflect 
panic and the suppression of thought, while flowing sentences represent regained control. Korn 
(1967) focused upon form and the ideal, where Nick’s actions of building a camp, fishing, and 
avoiding the swamp were dramatised as the universal struggle of reconciling the ideal order with 
harsh reality. Naming the river “two-hearted” reflects life’s duality: clear water symbolises an 
orderly world, while the swamp signifies tragic, chaotic truth. Lamb (1991) opined that the story 
is not restricted to Nick’s trauma but is also suggestive of the writer’s struggle with memory, 
artifice, and authenticity, as examined through the “deleted endings” (1991, p. 179) of the story. 
Melling (2009) added a postcolonial perspective by situating the story within the politics of 
landscape, the hidden Indigenous presence, and cultural memory. O’Brien (2009), reading the 
story through the American pastoral tradition, sees the burned town of Seney as an antipastoral 
space ruined by logging and fire. Beall (2017) classified the story as a “manuscript” (p. 80) and 
Hemingway as a “craftsman” (p. 79), situating it as an example of Hemingway’s artistic process, 
where restraint, deletion, and vernacular voice emerge from meticulous revision; Hemingway 
makes the trauma implicit rather than explicit. Stein (1960) annotated the story through the 
archetypal ritual of healing and initiation; he interpreted part one as the “ritual of preparation” (p. 
556) and part two as the “ritual of initiation” (p. 556). Nick’s fishing becomes a sacred communion 
with nature’s power: “healed within and without, Nick can now return to civilization — to life” 
(Stein, 1960, p. 561). In these different understandings of the story, Hemingway’s simple tale of a 
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fishing trip has been read through the lens of trauma theory, ecocriticism, stylistics, narratology, 
myth and ritual analysis. It remains a paradigmatic modernist text in which silence, nature, and 
ritual converge to reveal the fragile yet resilient human capacity for recovery and meaning-making. 

Through a detailed discussion and analysis of both short stories, it can be seen that, Kate 
Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” has been frequently interpreted through the lens of feminist 
criticism, critiquing patriarchal marriage and Louise’s fleeting vision of autonomy. On the other 
hand, “Big Two-Hearted River” by Ernest Hemingway has been placed within a war studies 
framework, with post-war trauma and disillusionment as its focal point. However, the connection 
between trauma theory and ecotherapy in the context of short stories in which landscapes and 
natural entities are the symbolic mediators of trauma has been less explored. This paper thus posits 
nature as a therapist in these two stories, using Caruth’s (1996) trauma theory and Kaplan and 
Kaplan’s (1989) attention restoration theory to evaluate its role. 

Fragmented Selves: Reading the Trauma of Louise and Nick 
Caruth (1996), in her work Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, posits that 

trauma is a “belated experience” that, in literary terms, is experienced through flashbacks, 
nightmares, dreams, ellipses, recursive motifs, displaced symbolism, or repetitive retellings. The 
paradoxical gap between the moment of occurrence and the moment of experience is marked by 
undue silences, disjunctions, awkwardness, and repetition. As she rightly says, “Traumatic 
experience is an experience that is not fully assimilated as it occurs” (Caruth, 1996, p. 5). The 
literature of modernist times was rooted in and responded to the aftermath of World War I, colonial 
displacements, and the disintegration of stable worldviews. In his use of frame narrators, Joseph 
Conrad anticipated modernist ambiguity through narrative fragmentation and colonial 
disillusionment in Heart of Darkness (1899) and Lord Jim (1900). T. S. Eliot’s notion of cultural 
and spiritual decay, and frustration at the loss of transcendence, is articulated in The Waste Land 
(1922) and The Hollow Men (1925), where artistic creativity is dominated by radical 
fragmentations, multiple speakers, sudden shifts, and polyglot allusions. The war’s psychic scars 
appear not in direct battle description but in the “heap of broken images” (Eliot, 1922, line 22), 
where cultural memory itself becomes a traumatic ruin. The techniques of stream of consciousness 
and interior monologue, experimental at the time, were used by writers like James Joyce in Ulysses 
(1922), Dubliners (1914) and Finnegans Wake (1939); Virginia Woolf in Mrs. Dalloway (1925), 
To the Lighthouse (1927), and The Waves (1931); and William Faulkner in The Sound and the 
Fury (1929) and As I Lay Dying (1930). The trauma in these works is existential: banal lives are 
haunted by paralysis, unfulfilled desires, and the dissonance between tradition and modernity. 
Franz Kafka’s protagonists, as depicted in The Trial (1925), The Castle (1926), and The 
Metamorphosis (1915), reveal trauma through existential alienation: they are trapped in opaque 
bureaucracies and disoriented narratives where meaning is deferred, not withheld. Likewise, 
Samuel Beckett, in his plays Waiting for Godot (1952) and Endgame (1957), located trauma in 
cultural exhaustion, expressed in fragmented dialogues, circular plots, absurdism, and excessive 
repetition; making meaning is endlessly deferred. Luckhurst (2008), in his book The Trauma 
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Question, rightly noted that trauma literature operates in “aporetic” (p. 7) terms, which modernism 
crystallises through narrative experimentation, themes, form, and stylistics. 

Though distinct in context and style, Kate Chopin and Ernest Hemingway can both be situated 
within broader currents of modern writing, intersecting with Caruth’s (1996) notion that “trauma” 
should not be evaluated as a singular catastrophic event, but as an overwhelming experience that 
returns belatedly, fragmented and resistant to representation. Chopin’s works, such as the novel, 
The Awakening (1899) and short stories like “The Storm”, “A Respectable Woman”, “A Pair of 
Silk Stockings”, “Madame Célestin’s Divorce”, and “Désirée's Baby”, explicate gendered 
oppression in the form of psychic rupture, where everyday structures of domesticity and patriarchy 
function as ongoing sources of trauma. In her fiction, the private realm — marriage, motherhood, 
and the home — becomes a space not of security but of silencing and erasure. For Chopin, fleeting 
recognitions of autonomy or desire appear as moments of consciousness that expose psychic 
wounds through interior monologues, ironic reversals, or natural imagery. Hemingway’s 
representation of trauma and disillusionment during World War I is conveyed through his 
minimalist aesthetic, with the strategic use of language, structure, and omissions. Following the 
principle of the iceberg theory, psychological breakdown is encoded as a hidden notion: the larger 
weight of experience remains submerged beneath the surface of the sparse prose. Oanh (2021) 
pointed out that “the brutality of (trauma) is not fully experienced at the moment of occurrence”; 
rather, “it anchors in unconsciousness, returns to haunt, to torment people through fragments of 
memories, nightmares and vague fears repeatedly” (p. 99). 

In “The Story of an Hour” (Chopin, 2006), Louise Mallard’s reaction to the death of her 
husband is a two-way process. At first, she “wept at once, with sudden, wild abandonment” 
(p. 352), but later she felt the approach of “something” that was “fearful”: her delayed recognition 
of her suppressed trauma and trapped inclination. Inner whispers exclaimed, “Free, free, free!” 
(p. 353). The experience of trauma comes not from her recognition of her husband’s death, but in 
the belated eruption of a suppressed truth that makes her aware of psychic injury caused by 
patriarchal control in her marriage. Deneau (2003) also observed, “Mallard receives a great shock, 
goes through a rapid sequence of reactions … and finally receives another shock, a reversal, which 
proves lethal” (p. 210). The trauma that comes up to the surface is the “unclaimed experience” 
(Caruth, 1996) of gendered repression, which is displaced into the symbolic landscape formulated 
by “the open window” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352). As Whitehead (2004) proposed, trauma of 
unspeakable experiences is often conveyed through figurative tropes, sensory excess, and a 
charged atmosphere rather than through direct narration. Felman and Laub’s (1992) work, 
Testimony: Crises of Witnessing, shows that the testimonies of trauma survivors often remain 
unheard. Through the medium of Louise’s sudden death, Chopin (2006) ensures that her testimony 
of oppression is not heard. Rather, her death on the reappearance of her husband is wrongly 
interpreted by doctors as “the joy that kills” (p. 353). Here, the irony lies in cultural deafness to 
women’s trauma. The misdiagnosis encapsulates the silencing of female experience. Louise’s 
death is socially misread, erased by patriarchal discourse. Her trauma is seen as double: first, her 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2026) 17(1-2): 56–70 

62 

repression and then the silencing of the truth. Louise’s “heart trouble” (p. 352) is a metaphorical 
and literal expression of the embodied toll of gendered repression. Her body “acts out” the trauma 
through physical breakdown: she remains trapped within the compulsive immediacy of shock, 
unable to achieve a reflective distance. Her death becomes testimony to trauma’s capacity to 
silence narrative and to assert itself through the body when speech and recognition are denied. 

In the story “Big Two-Hearted River” (Hemingway, 1938/1960), the burned town of Seney, 
with its vanished saloons and fire-scattered earth, mirrors Nick’s devastated inner world. Here, 
trauma is not registered through direct testimony but reflected through externalised imagery of 
absence and ruin. As Caruth (1996) stressed, trauma resists direct representation but returns in 
figures of “departure”, “burning”, and “falling” — all motifs that Hemingway uses. Nick’s 
compulsive rituals of pitching the tent, cooking beans, and tying fish flies hint at LaCapra’s notion 
of “acting out” (2001/2014, p. 21), where a person keeps repeating behaviours connected to trauma 
without moving beyond it. One is stuck in a loop where the past replays itself. Though moving 
into the open meadows, watching the trout, and enjoying the campsite, Nick attains a sense of 
calmness and serenity, suggesting LaCapra’s notion of “working through” (2001/2014, p. 22), the 
ability to contemplate trauma and build a perspective out of it. For Nick, the swamp is a site of 
“unassimilated” (Mambrol, 2018) trauma, a dark core of memory where the trauma is insistently 
present but unspeakable, demanding recognition but resisting direct confrontation. The “swamp” 
is a representation of something dense, chaotic, and threatening, symbolising the experiences of 
soldiers at war who are submerged in mud, fear, and death. In Trauma and Recovery, Herman 
(1997) established that trauma is not only a disturbance of memory but also a condition inscribed 
in muscles, nerves, and the autonomic nervous system. Hemingway renders this aspect of trauma 
through Nick’s meditative attention to concrete sensory acts. Nick opts for somatic coping 
strategies, using sensory engagement to reduce dislocation, as witnessed in his feeling the long 
sweet ferns and grasses wet against his legs, collecting grasshoppers from the burned ground, and 
preparing food with ritual precision. Nick’s interactions with the environment serve as both a 
symptom and a remedy template, where the persistence of his trauma is regulated, delivering a 
fragile form of stability in which his psyche can suspend and rest. 

Ecotherapy: Nature as a Healing Agent 
One of the curative aspects of nature lies in its therapeutic impact on mental health via 

“interactional and integrated elements of the nature–human relationship” (Burns, 1998, p. 20) 
coexisting with a trifocal relationship: “person, therapist and nature, wherein nature is a live co-
therapist or educator” (Burls, 2007, p. 28). Nature acting as a facilitator in the healing process is 
known as “ecotherapy” (coined by Howard Clinbell), “green care”, or “nature therapy” (Bonham-
Corcoran et al., 2022, p. 16). Ecotherapy, often carried out in green, nurturing spaces such as 
“restorative gardens”, “healing gardens”, “therapeutic landscapes”, “sensory gardens”, or “care 
farms” (Stigsdotter et al., 2011, pp. 312–313), can be achieved through three modes of human 
engagement with nature: “passive viewing”, “active participation”, and “being in its presence” 
(Stigsdotter et al., 2011, p. 318). 
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In both short stories, nature emerges not as a passive background but as an active agent of 
psychic processing, offering temporary relief or reflective introspection to traumatised memories. 
In “The Story of an Hour”, nature functions as a therapeutic landscape, enabling Louise Mallard 
to have a fleeting experience of autonomy and vitality. The healing is short-lived, and the 
restorative forces of nature collapse into ironic silencing. In “Big Two-Hearted River”, Nick 
Adams, in contrast, engages nature directly through immersion. His careful observation of trout in 
the current or his methodical enjoyment of cooking simple meals anchors him in sensory 
immediacy, which helps to counteract the psychic dislocation of war memories. 

Louise Mallard, who suffered from heart disease, sought solitude to deal with her 
uncomfortable emotions: “When the storm of grief had spent itself, she went away to her room 
alone” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352). Louise’s engagement with nature through her visual sense could be 
interpreted as passive viewing1 through the ecospace provided by “the open window” (Chopin, 
2006, p. 352). Nature becomes the symbol of her liberation and freedom, the potential for life, 
independence, and liveliness, “creeping out of the sky, reaching towards her through the sounds, 
the scents, the color that filled the air” (Chopin, 2006, p. 353), turning her identity from Mrs. 
Mallard to Louise, “awakening into selfhood” (Jamil, 2009, p. 215). 

Nature establishes an innate connection with Louise’s mind and body that can be explicated 
through the biophilia hypothesis, which states that people have “an innate tendency to focus on 
life and lifelike processes” (Wilson, 1984/2003). Louise’s unexpressed and unrecognised pain 
(“she sank, pressed down by a physical exhaustion that haunted her body”; Chopin, 2006, p. 352) 
has been identified, processed, and healed by the intervention of an hour with nature in the role of 
therapist. The nurturing agency of nature has cultivated a renewal and a regenerating force, 
bringing a “new spring of life” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352) with which she can experience tranquillity 
and serenity, “drinking in a very elixir of life through the open window” (Chopin, 2006, p. 354). 

The process of ecotherapy could be further understood through attention restoration theory 
(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989), which considers “attentional fatigue” (Ohly et al., 2016, p. 305) as a 
root cause of human distress. Voluntary or directed attention, being focused and effortful, leads to 
mental fatigue, concomitant with stress, pressure, and anxiety, while involuntary or soft attention 
is automatic, captivating, and effortless. Four components of nature — “being away” (moving to 
a different setting), “coherence” or extent (scope of connectedness), “fascination” (involuntary 
attention), and “compatibility” (supporting individual needs) — are helpful in diverting one’s 
directed attention to the “soft fascination” that aids in mental healing (Rueff & Gerhard, 2023, 
p. 2). 

Louise, transposed into a different world through “the open window”, experiencing a “new 
spring of life”, passively engages with nature using the active medium of viewing after sinking 
into a “comfortable, roomy armchair” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352). The world beyond the window frame 

 
1 The first of Stigsdotter et al.’s (2011) three modes. 
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becomes the “catalyst for the self-actualization” where her “husband’s death” allows space for her 
“own individualization” (Geriguis, 2020, p. 6), from “a caged bird … to a new woman whose self-
awareness awakens under modern ethics” (Hu, 2022b, p. 142). Sensory involvement with aesthetic 
landscapes — “the delicious breath of rain … in the air”, notes of “sparrows twittering”, and 
“patches of blue sky” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352) — has diverted her attention, changing it to soft 
fascination, easing her out of her social performative caricatures. Lousie finds herself healed and 
relaxed while engaging with the exquisite aspects of nature, sorting out her emotional 
complexities: “pulses beat fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch of her body” 
(Chopin, 2006, p. 370). 

Although Louise is affected by “heart trouble” (Chopin, 2006, p. 352), she is able to be treated 
by ecotherapy. Her passive visual sense has become a gateway to thinking and pondering in 
silence, breaking down complex, overwhelming emotions into simpler ones. Attention is a 
“psychological mechanism” whose coexistence with “exposure to nature” can foster “positive 
effects” of reinstating “mindfulness” (Djernis et al., 2019, p. 2). She establishes an innate 
connection with nature’s essence through smelling, hearing, and seeing, making it a source of her 
emotional and psychological liberation. 

Similarly, Nick’s active and spirited engagement with nature through camping activities places 
nature as the therapist working on the recuperation of a distressed, afflicted, and shell-shocked 
psyche. His disturbed psyche is mirrored in his “leaving the burned town behind in the heat” 
(Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 188) and in the weight of the bag on his shoulders: “It was much too 
heavy” (Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 188). Nick departs from the chaotic humdrum of life, leaving 
the burned town of Seney, a “dreary landscape … corresponding with Nick’s mental anguish, or 
his spiritual wasteland” (Wang, 2019, p. 797), and moving into the wilderness of nature. He 
actively collaborates with nature by setting up camp, living in the woods, and collecting 
grasshoppers and fishing for trout. His healing was carried out through “active participation with 
nature”. 

Kellert and Derr emphasised that human beings “possess an inherent inclination to affiliate 
with the natural process and diversity”, which is “instrumental in humans’ physical and mental 
development” (as quoted in Burls, 2007, p. 29). The river, the forest, and their surroundings build 
an immersive engagement and innate connection with Nick’s soul and mind, providing him solace 
from his “destabilisation” (O’Brien, 2009, p. 68) and “disillusionment” (Furqan, 2019, p. 21). 
Nature provides a rejuvenation space for Nick, where he “felt happy … left everything behind” 
(Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 188). By submerging himself in the sensory contemplation of nature, 
the sounds of the river, the smell of the pines, and the sight of the landscape — “He smoothed out 
the sandy soil with his hand … His hands smelled good from the sweet fern” (Hemingway, 
1938/1960, p. 192) — he had regained his psychological and emotional balance. 

Appealing and alluring fascinations such as “clear, brown water … pebbly bottom river” 
(Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 187), moving trout, evening mists, “the river … entering the woods, 
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curving into the woods, shallows, light glittering, big water-smooth rocks, cedars along the bank 
and white birches, the logs warm in the sun” (Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 204) have changed 
Nick’s directed forced attention into soft fascination. His zestful efforts and the curative agency of 
the surrounding cosmos have combined to build a compatible eco-landscape for Nick, providing 
him with feelings of binding, wholeness, security, and comprehensibility: “He was there, in a good 
place. He was in his home where he had made it” (Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 192). 

The “burned town” and “heavy pack” (Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 188) depict the emotional 
and mental baggage that Nick carries from the agonising pain of war. The river takes on the 
symbolic significance of continuity, renewal, and enrichment, where water serves as a powerful 
metaphor for transformation, cleansing, and washing away of the psychological and emotional 
atrocities that an individual experiences during wartime (Hemingway, 1938/1960, p. 187). Nick 
actively participates with the core elements of nature — soil, water, air, fire, and earth — that heal 
him. He had been in close association with meditative and contemplative aspects of being in 
nature2, providing a space for retrospection on his feelings, perceptions, and thoughts, paving the 
way to his inner solace and peace, and “a healthy emotional life” (Furqan, 2019, p. 21). 

Therefore, Chopin’s symbolic landscapes and Hemingway’s immersive environments offer 
spaces of soft fascination, restoration, and renewal, enabling individuals to regulate stress, 
experience a momentary release of psychic burdens, and build resilience. Ecotherapy thus affirms 
what modern literature and environmental psychology reveal, that the human psyche, fractured by 
historical or gendered trauma, continually seeks balance and consolation in the restorative presence 
of the natural world. 

Conclusion 

Viewed in conjunction, trauma theory and ecotherapy comprise a dual movement in which the 
natural world operates as a reflection of psychic fracture and as a provisional site of repair. Trauma 
is marked by belatedness and its impossibility of full integration, returning in fragmented forms 
that unsettle narrative coherence. Ecotherapy, conversely, emphasises the curative aspects of 
nature, accompanied by a “soft fascination” that allows an individual to recover depleted attention, 
regulate stress, and attain balance and control over self-consciousness. Our analysis of these two 
stories reveals nature to be not a total cure but a transitional escape in which trauma’s disruptive 
forces can be acknowledged and partially contained. 

An individual’s innate psyche becomes the objective correlative of nature and biological 
affinity, building a connection, association, and correspondence with the forces of the 
environment. According to attention restoration theory, the therapeutic role of nature operates 
through its restorative qualities — being away, extent, fascination, and compatibility (Rueff & 
Gerhard, 2023) — which supplant one’s directed attention with involuntary effortless attention to 

 
2 The third of Stigsdotter et al.’s (2011) three modes (“being in its presence”). 
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the surrounding natural landscapes. Based on the analysis of both stories, it can be stated that 
nature becomes the “elixir of life” (Chopin, 2006, p. 354) and acts as a therapist for Louise, healing 
the wounds of confinement, repression, and the complexities of marriage. Nature also serves as a 
therapeutic space for Nick, facilitating sensory engagement, routine integration, and a sense of 
renewal, supporting the idea that contact with nature is essential to human well-being. 
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