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ABSTRACT 

In the village of Sleepy Hollow, NY, local author Washington Irving’s 1819 short story 

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” is the basis for a Halloween season tourism industry. 

Combining a rhetorical analysis enriched by ethnographic fieldwork with affect theory literature, 

this dissertation examines how Sleepy Hollow placemakers utilize Irving’s “Legend” and 

uncanny theming at tourist sites and events.  

The context for this study is the 2019-2020 bicentennial celebration of Irving’s story of 

Ichabod Crane and the Headless Horseman. Over 18 months, local government leaders and 

historical societies presented educational programming aimed at reinforcing but also resituating 

the legacies of Irving and his “Legend” for the current cultural climate and the needs of today’s 

Sleepy Hollow community and visitors. This bicentennial positions Sleepy Hollow to merge 

cultural efforts in preservation of local heritage and promotion of the arts with infrastructure 

developments like an improved trail system connecting attractions and a new Sleepy Hollow 

Common. The bicentennial addressed dual goals of reevaluating the “Legend” as constitutive 

rhetoric for the area and expanding the tourism traditionally concentrated around Halloween 

across the calendar year. 

This project forwards the concept of uncanny tourism as a practical placemaking strategy. 

An ambient sense of the uncanny is inherent at sites like Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and Irving’s 

preserved home at Sunnyside, where the foregrounding of death through the cemetery setting and 

memorializing of a deceased author encourages visitors to contemplate mortality and the 

supernatural. I argue that deliberate use of uncanny affect as a theming resource can be a 

beneficial draw for niche tourism, particularly at historic sites. This dissertation centralizes 



 x 

walking practice as a primary tourist mobility and means of experiencing uncanny affect in 

Sleepy Hollow.   
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PROLOGUE 

“It avails not, time nor place—distance avails not. 
I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever so many generations hence, 
Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt…” 

Walt Whitman, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” (1856)1 
 

“Washington Irving—Diedrich Knickerbocker—Geoffrey Crayon—why, where can you go that 
they have not been there before?”  

Charles Dickens, “As the Literary Guest of America” (1842)2  
 

  Sleepy Hollow is a village located about 20 miles north of New York City. It is home to 

a population of about 10,000 with a significant Spanish-speaking community.3 A growing 

seasonal tourism industry has joined the village’s identity and economic livelihood to 

Washington Irving’s 1819 short story “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Irving, who loved the 

Sleepy Hollow area from his childhood visits to Tarrytown through his retirement to nearby 

Irvington (then called “Dearman”), influentially set many of his written works in the Hudson 

Valley. These early classics of U.S. American literature, especially “Rip Van Winkle” and the 

“Legend,” solidified Irving’s position as a placemaker establishing both a literary canon for his 

new country and a regional identity for the Sleepy Hollow area.  

                                                
1 Walt Whitman, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” in The Works of Walt Whitman (Hertfordshire: 
Wordsworth Editions, 1995), 148. 
2 Qtd. in Brian Jay Jones, Washington Irving (New York: Arcade Publishing, 2011), 342. Charles 
Dickens, “As the Literary Guest of America” in The World’s Famous Orations. Great Britain, 
Volume II, ed. William Jennings Bryan (New York: Bartleby.com), 
https://www.bartleby.com/268/4/15.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
3 Census.gov lists the 2019 population of Sleepy Hollow as 10,046. This 2019 data also indicates 
57.4 percent of Sleepy Hollow’s residents (age 5 and older) speak a language other than English 
at home; the village’s mayor shared with me in 2019 that the village is now majority Spanish-
speaking due to the prevalence of Hispanic and Latino communities. Census.gov also reports 
47.7 percent of Sleepy Hollow resident respondents identify as of Hispanic or Latino origin. 
According to Census.gov data collected between 2015 and 2019, over a third of village residents, 
36.9 percent, were born outside the United States. “Quick Facts – Sleepy Hollow, NY,” 
Census.gov, https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/sleepyhollowvillagenewyork (Date Last 
Accessed, January 5, 2021). 
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Today, according to the comprehensive plan circulated by Sleepy Hollow’s village 

government, “Much of Sleepy Hollow’s local economic activity is centered around tourism that 

is supported by historical sites and the Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Key sites include Historic 

Hudson Valley facilities, such as Philipsburg Manor and Kykuit, and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 

site of Washington Irving’s grave.”4 Both Irving-centered literary and fan tourism and general 

Halloween season enthusiasm drives tourist traffic to Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding area 

between September and November each year. While it is difficult to secure exact numbers due to 

the multiplicity of unaffiliated attractions in the Sleepy Hollow area, village leadership estimates 

100,000 visitors pass through Sleepy Hollow each year, and Historic Hudson Valley, a non-profit 

that manages a variety of historic sites in the area, reports they “welcome[…] more than 250,000 

visitors annually to its network of historic sites and special events.”5 

During 2019 and 2020, Sleepy Hollow conducted an 18-month celebration of the 200th 

anniversary of Irving’s “Legend,” serially published between 1819 and 1820. This bicentennial 

positions Sleepy Hollow to combine cultural efforts in preservation of local heritage and 

promotion of the arts with infrastructure developments like an improved trail system connecting 

attractions and a new Sleepy Hollow Common.6 Introducing the bicentennial celebration at an 

                                                
4 Village of Sleepy Hollow Comprehensive Plan, 3, 70. Public hearing draft available: “Village 
of Sleepy Hollow Comprehensive Plan,” Village of Sleepy Hollow, New York, August 9, 2019, 
https://www.sleepyhollowny.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif3816/f/pages/comp_plan_red_line_sleepyhol
low_publichearingdraft.pdf (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
5 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019; “About Us,” 
Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/about/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
6 According to a January 2020 village newsletter, “the Sleepy Hollow Local Development 
Corporation, working in conjunction with the Village of Sleepy Hollow, secured a remarkable 
$4.2 million+ in New York State grants to support work on the Sleepy Hollow Common and 
surrounding areas including DeVries Park.” In the newsletter, Sleepy Hollow Mayor Ken Wray 
describes the Common as “a stretch of land that will provide both recreational amenities, 
including restored access to trails along the Pocantico River, a playing field, walking and biking 
paths, and potentially a performing arts space, as well as functional space to support vital village 
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April 2019 press conference, Mayor Ken Wray asserted, “This will again be the place that Irving 

wrote of and loved.”7 The village, which adopted the name “Sleepy Hollow” in 1996 following 

the closure of the General Motors plant that employed many residents of what was then “North 

Tarrytown,” has a thriving tourism industry concentrated around the Halloween season.8 The 

bicentennial began with a literary festival in May 2019 and, through disrupted by the COVID-19 

pandemic, extended through December 2020 as an opportunity for the local government, 

businesses, and historical societies and other nonprofits to expand the village’s brand as a year-

round destination.   

Sleepy Hollow tourism’s niche appeal originates in the area’s connection to Irving’s 

spooky short story and an associated, pervasive sense of the uncanny. The familiar—a residential 

village—is made strange through the overlaying of local history, including hauntings, and 

theming around the “Legend.” When visitors walk through Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, they 

traverse storied space. The uncanny feelings they experience can be understood as part of Sleepy 

Hollow’s overall affect. 

Affects, experienced through the body, hold rhetorical power, particularly in the highly 

themed and immersive spaces of tourism. This means that both embodiment—tourists’ bodily 

experiences within themed spaces—and the affects influencing those bodily experiences are vital 

                                                
services.” The newsletter notes the Mid-Hudson Regional Economic Development Council 
named Sleepy Hollow Common a “Priority Project” that includes connecting recreational areas 
and “a coordinated effort to restore the shoreline of the Pocantico.” This project is underway 
parallel to the development of walking and biking areas on the new Governor Mario M. Cuomo 
Bridge, which replaces the Tappan Zee in Sleepy Hollow’s adjacent village Tarrytown. Ken 
Wray, “January 2020 Newsletter,” Sleepy Hollow Local Development Corporation, 
https://www.sleepyhollowny.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif3816/f/news/shldc_newsletter_final_web.pdf
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
7 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), press conference, author’s transcription, April 2019. 
8 That the Sleepy Hollow Common project in development is being built on the space vacated by 
the GM plant and its parking lot is a practical and symbolic step forward for the village. 
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considerations for those who design, manage, and study tourist spaces. In Sleepy Hollow, the 

uncanny operates as an affect: an ambient, connective force co-created by the interacting 

elements of a space, which build on each other and influence dwelling bodies. Walking tours and 

exploratory walks around sites’ grounds are major activities at Sleepy Hollow’s central sites and 

events, and local government and business leadership continues to improve walkable connections 

between attractions and public transit. Thus, walking is an important tourist mobility in Sleepy 

Hollow and, as a frequent embodied practice for tourists traversing the area, a primary means 

through which visitors experience uncanny affect. 

The aesthetic concept of the uncanny, the familiar made eerily strange, is prominent in 

Irving’s “Legend” and resultantly themes many Sleepy Hollow sites and events. In Sleepy 

Hollow tourism, uncanny affect functions rhetorically to communicate certain views of death, 

familiarity or homeliness, and the supernatural while also reinforcing the town’s authority to 

reproduce the uncanny. The uncanny affect intrinsic to Sleepy Hollow’s major sites—a cemetery 

and the deceased author’s home, where employees and visitors report presences can still be 

felt—is a unique draw for tourism. Sleepy Hollow leadership has shaped a placemaking strategy 

from the uncanny elements of these sites and Irving’s “Legend.”  

As Judith Richardson points out in her book on the cultural purposes hauntings have long 

served in the Hudson Valley, ghosts speak to present concerns: “[E]ven as they seem to draw 

power from the past, the hauntings of the Hudson Valley are very much products of present need 

and desire. Varied and ambivalent, hauntings represent problems, foregrounded in this region, 

regarding possession and dispossession, rootedness and restlessness.”9 Changing dynamics in 

                                                
9 Judith Richardson, Possessions: The History and Uses of Haunting in the Hudson Valley 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2003), 6. 
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Sleepy Hollow today— namely its ongoing transition, started in the 1990s, from a manufacturing 

village to a tourist destination and its continuing cultural growth into a multilingual, ethnically 

diverse community—keep ghosts relevant as “an alternate form of history-making,” in 

Richardson’s term.10 The bicentennial celebration enables Sleepy Hollow leadership to both 

reiterate and resituate the village’s cultural heritage and connections to Irving and his “Legend.” 

Spanish-language reading groups, new performative works taking inspiration from the “Legend,” 

and distribution of free physical and online copies of the story in both English and Spanish are 

bicentennial efforts organized to address the changing needs of the area’s residential population. 

Simultaneously, the bicentennial markets Sleepy Hollow as a tourist destination close to and 

increasingly accessible from New York City with new events and increased press coverage. 

Thus, the bicentennial serves dual goals of reasserting Irving’s writings’ influence on the region 

as a theming resource and re-contextualizing the author’s works for today’s cultural climate and 

Sleepy Hollow population.  

Dissertation Goals  

 I primarily conceptualize this project as a rhetorical studies dissertation informed by 

ethnographic field methods. As a rhetorical examination of Sleepy Hollow tourist sites and the 

literary work that themes them, this project contributes to academic disciplines of rhetorical 

studies, affect theory, and tourism studies, while also offering applied frameworks and 

considerations valuable to placemakers working with historic sites and themed spaces. This work 

is relevant to tourism studies in its subject matter: Irving’s “Legend” and the uncanny are 

theming devices utilized throughout the Sleepy Hollow area by various placemakers—

particularly local government and nonprofit leaders involved with the bicentennial—to garner 

                                                
10 Richardson, Possessions, 3. 
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tourists and tourism revenue. Drawing from Thomas Rickert’s framework of ambient rhetoric, I 

examine how uncanny theming in connection to Irving’s “Legend” functions rhetorically in the 

Sleepy Hollow area. 

 One aim of this project is to demonstrate the value of fieldwork in rhetorical analyses of 

place and space. Beyond conducting visual rhetorical analyses or close readings of written 

displays and ephemera, rhetoricians aiming to understand how argumentation circulates through 

the place in their focus should conduct some participatory observation and interview other 

participants and stakeholders. The traditional rhetorical methods I employ in this project are 

informed by my own attunement to Sleepy Hollow scenes during fieldwork as well as my 

conversations with other guests, employees and volunteers at the sites and events I discuss, and 

village leaders. I utilize the data collected through rhetorical field methods—interview material 

and my own participation in the sites and events I describe—as the basis for informed 

speculation about the ways in which tourists experience Sleepy Hollow’s affects. I present 

Irving’s “Legend” as an example of how texts perform constitutive rhetorical work in themed 

spaces, applying a variety of rhetorical approaches to texts ranging from the traditionally 

logocentric—Chapters 3 and 4’s narrative criticism of Irving’s story—to the ambient—as in 

Chapters 7 and 8’s focus on challenges placemakers face in negotiating affect as a theming 

resource. 

 I also envision this project as contributing to interdisciplinary conversations around affect 

theory. My focus on embodiment, especially related to walking practice, illuminates the 

centrality of affect in place experience and offers a model for the utilization of uncanny affect for 

theming. My approach to affect is aligned with conversations around affective scenes. The 

timing of this project—fieldwork was conducted in the three years immediately proceeding the 
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COVID-19 pandemic, which remains ongoing as I write this—makes this scene framework 

particularly noteworthy; Chapters 5 through 8 especially capture a scene and place experience 

that may soon be largely transformed. As affect scholar Kerryn Drysdale points out, “As the 

material infrastructure of scenes change, so too does other less-tangible investments, leading to 

either their expansion or their demise. Yet, scenes support forms of narration that give places 

historical depth and allow them to persist in personal and collective memory.”11 This project 

captures Sleepy Hollow scenes before and during the 2019-2020 bicentennial celebration in their 

last pre-pandemic iterations. Shifts in tourism and cultural norms broadly in the wake of the 

pandemic will certainly alter the affective experience of the sites I discuss here. 

 This effort to preserve Sleepy Hollow scenes also contributes to the field of tourism 

studies. The project adds to the field’s content knowledge as a compelling case of literary 

tourism as well as of a community restructuring its economy and identity toward tourism from 

manufacturing. Additionally, this project demonstrates the rhetorical potential of tourist spaces. 

Following rhetoricians studying public memory, I center a historic site, Sunnyside, as a primary 

field site and focus of Chapters 6 and 7, but I also extend my discussion of the rhetorical impact 

of place and affect into contexts that may seem more superficial, like the Old Dutch Church Fest 

Halloween celebration at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery featured in Chapter 8. I argue a range of sites 

and events in Sleepy Hollow warrant rhetorical analysis; whether through directly educational 

efforts or more playful theming, they all make political and social statements of inclusion and 

exclusion (or absence and presence) and the ways in which local history is or should be 

remembered by and influential on the ever-evolving communities of historicized places.  

                                                
11 Kerryn Drysdale, “When Scenes Fade: Methodological Lessons from Sydney’s Drag King 
Culture,” Cultural Studies 29, no. 3 (2015): 358-359. 
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 Tourism industry professionals are an additional audience for this work. In Chapters 7 

and 8 in particular, I address the salience of affective concerns for practical placemakers. 

Rhetorical attention to tourist places can enhance both scholarly analyses of tourism and the 

work of placemakers designing, managing, and working at tourist sites. Using the case of Sleepy 

Hollow’s “uncanny tourism,” I argue affects can be beneficially employed as theming resources 

to offer the unique niche tourist experiences John Urry and Jonas Larsen suggest “postmodern” 

tourists desire as well as to acknowledge but also narrativize problematic aspects of sites, like the 

inaccessibility of preserved historic site buildings for visitors with mobility challenges.12 Also 

relevant to the work of practical placemakers is my focus on walking practice as a central tourist 

mobility that is more than a means of moving around a tourist site: walking is a rhetorical 

practice and a way to experience and participate affectively in the co-creation of that site. 

Because of the importance of affective elements to visitor experience, where and how tourists 

will be asked to walk should receive careful thought from those designing themed spaces and 

ongoing management as the site evolves.13  

Research Questions 

 The following major inquiries extend across this project to guide my analyses of Irving’s 

“Legend” and Sleepy Hollow sites and events. 

RQ1. How does the uncanny manifest in literary works and tourism to their settings?  

                                                
12 John Urry and Jonas Larsen, The Tourist Gaze 3.0 (London: Sage, 2011). 
13 By ongoing management, I mean managers of guest experiences at tourist sites should be 
attentive to visitors’ practices: are they frequently missing a certain section in a retail area 
because it is too dark or too out of the way of “natural” routes through the building? Are many 
tourists ignoring stanchions when they are set up in a certain direction or place? Do guests seem 
tired or complain when wearing unsupportive footwear, indicating more walking is required of 
them than they expected and thus indicating the site’s website or promotional materials should be 
updated?   
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The aesthetic concept of familiar made eerily strange permeates much of Sleepy Hollow 

area tourism. Irving’s masterful use of uncanny images and themes in the “Legend” set a tone 

replicated at sites and events that celebrate Irving’s work.  

RQ2. How does a tourist site’s literary heritage contribute to its co-creation as a persuasive 

landscape?  

Literary heritage is a pervasive influence on Sleepy Hollow theming and affect. Irving’s 

presence continues to loom large, particularly during the 2019-2020 bicentennial celebration of 

the “Legend.”  

RQ3. How do tourists interact bodily with the spaces they inhabit and the texts that led them 

there?  

Around Sleepy Hollow, walking tours, tourist sites built around walking, and walkable 

connections between destinations make the embodied practice of walking central in the area’s 

tourism industry. Alongside the bicentennial, Sleepy Hollow is undergoing infrastructure 

developments to make the waterfront more accessible to pedestrians, better connect trails, and 

capitalize on the tourist traffic crossing the new Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge. These 

developments indicate walking will continue to be a dominant tourist mobility in Sleepy Hollow.  

RQ4. How can we understand place itself as a persuasive actor in touristic exchanges? 

 The Sleepy Hollow area’s cultural history as well as its physical landscape and location 

create a sense of allochronism—being in another time or suspended in time—and a pervasive 

uncanny affect connected to Irving’s story. The central assertion forwarded by rhetoricians 

studying place is that places themselves can communicate rhetorical messages. Chapter 5 most 

explicitly demonstrates this in its discussion of tourist walking practice through the physical 

landscape of Sleepy Hollow and the adjacent village Tarrytown. Visitors’ walking is influenced 
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both by their expectations or imaginaries based on familiarity with Irving’s “Legend” and by 

material qualities of the landscape. For example, when Lit Fest attendees proceed through event 

stations in the order planners suggest in promotional materials, the distance of locations from 

each other is the same as it was in Irving’s time, and thus visitors have an embodied connection 

to Irving and his characters as they “follow Ichabod’s path.”  

RQ5. How can placemakers utilize uncanny affect as a theming resource? 

 Uncanny affect is inevitable at sites like Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, where the graveyard 

setting guides visitors’ reflections toward mortality and recognition of the present’s continuity 

with the past. Likewise, at historic sites like Sunnyside, a preserved residence of a famous 

author, visitors and employees frequently sense—or desire to sense—a continued presence of the 

long-dead personality that made the place famous. I argue that uncanny affect at such sites is a 

resource placemakers can and do draw from for theming. Placemakers managing Sleepy Hollow 

attractions and events leverage their sites’ literary and cultural heritage and uncanny affect as 

rhetorical resources to create unique tourist experiences.  

Chapter Outline 

 This project consists of this prologue, eight body chapters, and an epilogue. Chapter 1 

presents relevant rhetorical studies, affect theory, and tourism studies literature and briefly 

introduces the uncanny. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the methodologies and analytical 

frameworks I use throughout this project and introduces my approach to walking as a rhetorical 

practice. Chapter 3 begins my close reading of Irving’s “Legend” with an analysis of the story’s 

characters, organization, and themes, guided by narrative criticism and embodied reading 

methods. This chapter also extends Chapter 1’s discussion of the uncanny. Chapter 4 maintains 

Chapter 3’s focus on Irving’s “Legend” to explore what qualities of the story make it appealing 
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as a tourism theming engine. I discuss the “Legend” as constitutive rhetoric for Sleepy Hollow’s 

tourism industry, particularly during the 2019-2020 bicentennial celebration and related 

endeavors to recalibrate the story for contemporary audiences and tourists. 

 Following Chapter 4’s discussion of the “Legend” as constitutive rhetoric and the 

bicentennial context for this study, I turn to materially oriented analyses of tourist sites and 

events in the Sleepy Hollow area. In Chapter 5, I examine ephemera and ethnographic data from 

the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest, the first event of the bicentennial. Chapter 5 also discusses walking 

as a central tourist mobility in Sleepy Hollow tourism and notes walking is an important means 

of participating in affect. Chapters 6 and 7 share a focus on Sunnyside, the author’s home in 

Irvington, and its Halloween season Home of the “Legend” event in particular. Chapter 6 

examines narrative and embodied elements of the tour experience and includes discussions of 

allochronism and existential authenticity. Chapter 7 notes common visitor concerns as reported 

in online reviews of Sunnyside posted to Google and TripAdvisor and offers suggestions for the 

management of these issues through uncanny theming. The final body chapter, Chapter 8, 

establishes uncanny affect as a theming resource in the context of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and 

the Old Dutch Church and examines related tensions shared by many historic sites. The epilogue 

closes the project with a brief discussion of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Sleepy 

Hollow tourism and speculation about Sleepy Hollow’s future. 
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1. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

1.1 Introduction 

 In this chapter, I introduce relevant discussions from the disciplines of rhetorical studies, 

affect theory, and tourism studies. In reviewing this literature, I ground the following chapters in 

the frameworks of relevant disciplines and provide necessary background for this project’s 

central contention that uncanny affect can be utilized as a rhetorical resource for theming and 

placemaking in tourism. First, I track rhetoric’s growth from a logocentric field through its 

expansions into visual and place-based means of argumentation and into today’s rhetoricians’ 

attention to ambient dimensions of persuasion. In the next section, I address major concerns in 

the interdisciplinary field of affect studies, first defining what I mean when I refer to affect, then 

summarizing the concepts of attunement and affective scenes. I then turn to tourism studies to 

present debates around authenticity and explain existential authenticity before describing the 

phenomenon of literary and fan tourism and the connections between these kinds of tourism and 

pilgrimage. Finally, I briefly introduce the aesthetic concept of the uncanny, a major touchstone 

throughout this project. 

 My home field of rhetorical studies provides the understanding of place as both rhetorical 

arena and rhetorical actor that underlies this project: in Sleepy Hollow, the village’s physical 

space and overlaying of “Legend”-related theming co-create an uncanny affect of the familiar 

made strange that functions rhetorically. By foregrounding death in theming, whether to 

memorialize the deceased local author or to utilize the cemetery setting, Sleepy Hollow 

placemakers promote contemplation of mortality that inspires support for historic preservation. 

Tourism studies scholarship grounds the project in conversations about authenticity, especially 

the personal connections to place associated with existential authenticity that can strengthen 
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visitors’ attachments to subjects and brands represented at tourist sites. Tourism studies literature 

also offers analyses of comparable sites and common considerations for themed spaces that 

guide my focus in reviewing Sleepy Hollow’s attractions and events. Scholars working in affect 

theory likewise provide frameworks for understanding affects and their circulation as well as 

guidance for communicating about affects, which are experienced bodily through the senses, in 

writing. All three major fields offer approaches to theming that illuminate Sleepy Hollow as a 

site of uncanny tourism. I choose to describe this project as interdisciplinary in agreement with 

Joe Moran that “the value of the term, ‘interdisciplinary’, lies in its flexibility and indeterminacy, 

and that there are potentially as many forms of interdisciplinarity as there are disciplines.”14 

I choose to describe this project as interdisciplinary in agreement with Moran that “the 

value of the term, ‘interdisciplinary’, lies in its flexibility and indeterminacy, and that there are 

potentially as many forms of interdisciplinarity as there are disciplines.”15 However, I 

specifically conceptualize this project as anchored in rhetoric rather than as a truly 

interdisciplinary project with no primary tie to any particular discipline. Thus, it is worth noting 

that Debra Hawhee, a leading rhetorician in the areas of embodiment and sensation, specifies a 

difference between transdisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity, arguing Kenneth Burke’s work was 

transdisciplinary. As Hawhee explains, the primary difference between the two is that in 

transdisciplinary work, the author makes an  

effort to suspend—however temporarily—one’s own disciplinary terms and 
values in favor of a broad, open, multilevel inquiry. [….] That is, 
interdisciplinarity is marked by disciplinary affinity—closely allied fields such as 
history and literary studies or gender studies and rhetorical studies sharing 
methods and cross-listing courses—whereas transdisciplinarity is marked by 

                                                
14 Joe Moran, Interdisciplinarity (London: Routledge, 2002), 2. 
15 Moran, 15. 



 14 

shared interest in a particular matter or problem but often draws together radically 
different approaches.16 
 

Hawhee’s definition of interdisciplinarity as still “marked by disciplinary affinity” describes this 

project’s grounding in rhetorical studies.  

1.2 Rhetorical Studies 

 In this section, I describe trends in the discipline of rhetorical studies toward 

understanding place and space as rhetorically charged. Early expansions include Kenneth 

Burke’s movement of the field from a narrower focus on speeches and written texts and their 

means of persuasion to incorporate identification as a rhetorical tool, as well as the work of 

visual rhetoric scholars who similarly acknowledged that persuasive power is frequently and 

adeptly wielded off the page or pulpit. Drawing on both Burke’s concept of identification and 

visual rhetoric work that examines extra-textual and sensory means of persuasion, rhetoricians 

working on public memory further extend the field, taking up physical places like memorials and 

museums as centers of argumentative work. Public memory scholars and other rhetoricians 

working directly with tourist sites have established both methods and salient considerations I 

draw from throughout this project. Finally, I introduce rhetoric’s sensory turn, including Thomas 

Rickert’s framework of ambient rhetoric. 

1.2.1 The Rhetorical Object Evolves 

 As a field devoted to analyzing and utilizing “available means of persuasion,” in 

Aristotle’s early definition, rhetorical studies is an ever-evolving discipline.17 Expanded from its 

                                                
16 Debra Hawhee, Moving Bodies: Kenneth Burke at the Edges of Language (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 2009). 
17 In chapter 2, section 1 on On Rhetoric, Aristotle posits: “Let rhetoric be [defined as] an ability, 
in each [particular] case, to see the available means of persuasion.” Aristotle, On Rhetoric: A 
Theory of Civic Discourse, trans. George A. Kennedy (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 37.  
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logocentric roots, rhetorical criticism today takes as its objects not only political speeches, legal 

texts, and advertisements, but also physical places, bodily expressions, and digital landscapes, 

often centering concerns of materiality and technology. Rhetoric is a diverse field with work 

generally united in its focus on argumentation and persuasion; as George A. Kennedy defines it, 

“the art of persuasion by words or the art of civic discourse, taught and practiced in schools and 

applied in public address.”18 From classical rhetoric, which focused on three major forms of 

argumentation, judicial, deliberative, and epideictic, scholars have developed ways of 

understanding how arguments are constructed and delivered. For example, Walter Fisher 

recognized the rhetorical power of narratives in the 1980s and forwarded the concept of the 

narrative paradigm, demonstrating that rhetorical communication is not exclusively presented in 

“an argumentative form” and “attributed only to discourse marked by clearly identifiable modes 

of inference and/or implication.”19 Rhetoricians like Carole Blair have incorporated ethnographic 

methodologies into their analyses to likewise interrogate the effectiveness of rhetoric on real 

audiences.20 

 Recent expansions of the field into the material and affective are typically traced to 

Burke.21 As Debra Hawhee notes in her text on Burke and the rhetoric of the body, “notions of 

vitality, energy, and bodily communication” are at the core of Burke’s “theories of language and 

rhetoric that would become signposts for rhetorical studies and, to a lesser degree but still 

                                                
18 George A. Kennedy, A New History of Classical Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1994), xi. 
19 Walter Fisher, “Narration as a Human Communication Paradigm: The Case of Public Moral 
Argument,” Communication Monographs 51 (1984): 2. 
20 Carole Blair and Neil Michel, “Commemorating in the Theme Park Zone: Reading the 
Astronauts Memorial,” At the Intersection: Cultural Studies and Rhetorical Studies, ed. Thomas 
Rosteck (New York: Guilford Press, 1999), 29-83. 
21 Hawhee, Moving Bodies. 
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significantly, literary studies.”22 In addition to contributions of concepts like perspective by 

incongruity and the dramatistic pentad, Burke’s understanding of identification as a valuable 

affective tool for persuasion illuminated new directions for the field. In A Rhetoric of Motives, 

Burke argues rhetors establish identifying connections to persuade. Burke writes: “As for the 

relation between ‘identification’ and ‘persuasion’: we might well keep it in mind that a speaker 

persuades an audience by the use of stylistic identifications; his [sic] act of persuasion may be for 

the purpose of causing the audience to identify itself with the speaker’s interests; and the speaker 

draws on identification of interests to establish rapport between himself and his audience.”23 

While individual audience members retain their distinct identities, “insofar as their interests are 

joined” they identify with each other; likewise, people may identify with each other first so that 

“even when their interests are not joined,” they may “assume[…] that they are, or [be] persuaded 

to believe so.”24 Once identified with each other, while each individual “remains unique, and 

individual locus of motives,” they are “both joined and separate, at once a distinct substance and 

consubstantial with another.”25  

Gregory Clark applies Burkean identification to tourist settings, arguing, “the rhetorical 

power of a national culture is wielded not only by public discourse, but also by public 

experiences. Both present a collective of people with shared symbols of a common identity and, 

in doing so, prompt those people to adopt that identity for themselves.”26 Clark points to 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century United States tourist sites as “rhetorical landscapes” that 

                                                
22 Hawhee, 2. 
23 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), 46. 
24 Burke, Motives, 20. 
25 Burke, 21. 
26 Gregory Clark, Rhetorical Landscapes in America: Variations on a Theme from Kenneth 
Burke (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2004), 4. 
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created shared experiences through which early American national identity was built: “The 

national culture teaches Americans to experience certain places in their homeland rhetorically—

to encounter for themselves those places as potent symbols of a concept of national community 

they are to claim as their own.”27 Tourist sites and other places thus perform as constitutive 

rhetoric for populations connected to those spaces, whether based around nationality, as Clark 

discusses, or personal interest, as in fan tourism.  

This understanding of rhetoric as constitutive likewise originates from Burke, as well as 

another influential scholar, Michael C. McGee. McGee argues rhetoricians’ oblique references to 

“the people” of a particular group or nation (or “the audience”) do not take into account the 

complexity of collective life. Rather, McGee unpacks, a group’s ideology is built from “[t]he 

seeds of collectivization [which] stay dormant in the popular reasonings (aphorisms, maxims, 

and commonplaces),” which a variety of rhetors then “organize […] into in incipient political 

myths, visions of collective life dangled before individuals in hope of creating a real ‘people.’”28 

Finally, McGee writes, “a ‘people’ actually exists” once “masses of persons begin to respond to 

a myth, not only by exhibiting collective behavior, but also by publicly ratifying the transaction 

wherein they give up control for sake of a dream.”29 Like Fisher, McGee sees narrative as a 

particularly potent rhetorical tool, pointing to myths as constitutive rhetoric:  

One begins with the understanding that political myths are purely rhetorical 
phenomena, ontological appeals constructed from artistic proofs and intended to 
redefine an uncomfortable and oppressive reality. Such myths are endemic in the 
human condition and, though technically they represent nothing but a ‘false 
consciousness,’ they nonetheless function as a means of pro- viding social unity 

                                                
27 Clark, Landscapes, 5. 
28 Michael C. McGee, “In Search of ‘The People’: A Rhetorical Alternative,” Quarterly Journal 
of Speech 61, no. 3 (1975): 243. 
29 McGee, “People,” 243. 
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and collective identity. Indeed, ‘the people’ are the social and political myths they 
accept.30 
 

With myths at the core of building a “people,” Clark recognizes tourist sites as common places 

offering shared experiences and narratives: “[T]he ‘public landscapes’ of America have been 

made rhetorical, and that as such they have done and continue to do so, often quite deliberately, 

the work of constituting in individual citizens a shared sense of common identity as members of 

a national public.”31 

Rhetorical attention to tourist sites likewise has foundations in visual rhetoric. Rhetorical 

scholarship experienced a pictorial turn under the influence of W. J. T. Mitchell in 1994 with 

Mitchell’s “‘realization that spectatorship (the look, the gaze, the glance, the practices of 

observation, surveillance, and visual pleasure) may be as deep a problem as various forms of 

reading (decipherment, decoding, interpretation, etc.).’”32 Though, as Lester Olson, Cara 

Finnegan, and Diane Hope note, “visuality has always been central to rhetorical consciousness,” 

this expansion of rhetorical criticism’s topoi increased potential mediums for objects of study 

and necessitated an enlarged lexicon.33 The pictorial turn further pushed rhetoricians’ limits 

beyond analysis of written and spoken texts, with scholars in the field now applying tools of 

rhetorical analysis to “photography, film, posters, cartoons, bodies, drawings, demonstrations, 

memorials, emblems, advertisements, illustrations, television, and computer screens—in short 

any and all communicative forms and media apprehended primarily through vision.”34 Objects of 

                                                
30 McGee, 247. 
31 Clark, Landscapes, 148. 
32 W. J. T. Mitchell qtd. in Lester Olson, Cara Finnegan, and Diane Hope, “Visual Rhetoric in 
Communication: Continuing Questions and Contemporary Issues” in Visual Rhetoric: A Reader 
in Communication and American Culture, Diane Hope and Cara Finnegan, eds. (Thousand Oaks: 
Sage, 2008), 7. 
33 Olson, Finnegan, and Hope, “Visual,” 2. 
34 Olson, Finnegan, and Hope, 3. 
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visual rhetorical analysis can further include “social action embodied more visually such as 

marches, rallies, street theater, emblems, posters, cartoons, murals, and demonstrations.”35  

Essential differences between verbal and visual analyses meant rhetoricians needed to 

reconsider elements central to their work with regard for new visual mediums and contexts, 

particularly texts, authorship, rhetorical strategies, and audiences. For example, Lloyd Bitzer’s 

model of the rhetorical situation is complicated by visual mediums; the element of temporality is 

perhaps more significant to performances like protests or demonstrations than to speeches, which 

are typically reproduced in text or recorded, and audiences are increasingly specialized into niche 

groups with the advancement of the technologies used to access many visual texts and especially 

with use of the Internet for distribution.36  

This expanded range of texts, particularly interactive texts like memorials or 

demonstrations, requires rhetoricians to perform some ethnographic work, which is not 

traditionally expected for analysis of speeches or written texts. Additionally, scholarship of texts 

in these visual mediums necessitates some familiarity with those mediums, creating another 

challenge for rhetoricians, who turned to disciplines like art history and architecture for the 

terminology and methodology required by visual texts. Today, much rhetorical work is 

interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary in some way. 

1.2.2 Public Memory: Persuasive Places 

Olson, Finnegan, and Hope write, “While individual instances of rhetorical practice 

might differ to the extent that they are more or less textual, oratorical, or visual, what is common 

to all rhetorical acts is that they mobilize symbols to influence diverse publics.”37 This 

                                                
35 Olson, Finnegan, and Hope, 4. 
36 Lloyd Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 1-14. 
37 Olson, Finnegan, and Hope, “Visual,” 9. 
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recognition is at the core of the field’s expansion to embrace the visual as well as the work of 

scholars examining place rhetorics. As in Clark’s application of Burkean identification to early 

U.S. American tourist sites, rhetorical scholarship on public memory establishes the rhetorical 

potency of places. In the introduction to their anthology on the rhetoric of memorials and 

museums, Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian L. Ott argue “‘memory places’” like 

“museums, preservation sites, battlefields, memorials, and so forth” represent the past but are not 

“‘pure’ articulation[s]” of the history about which they educate.38 Rather, the authors assert, “we 

must acknowledge public memory to be ‘invented,’ not in the large sense of a fabrication, but in 

the more limited sense that public memories are constructed of rhetorical resources.”39  

Rhetorical invention work on the part of museum staff and memorial designers involves 

storytelling using these “rhetorical resources” of the past, as Peter Vergo describes in The New 

Museology: 

Whether we like it or not, every acquisition (and indeed disposal), every juxtaposition or 
arrangement of an object or work of art, together with other objects or works of art, 
within the context of a temporary exhibition or museum display means placing a certain 
construction upon history, be it the history of the distant or more recent past, of our own 
culture or someone else’s, of mankind in general or a particular aspect of human 
endeavor.40 
 

A display combines the, as Vergo notes, “often contradictory strands” pulled from the goals of 

museum decision-makers—both employees and funders—and “the society, the political or social 

or educational system which nurtured all these people and in doing so left its stamp upon 

them.”41 Placemakers at sites like Irving’s home at Sunnyside (Chapters 6 and 7) present 

educational programming and entertainment about the past that makes assertions about the 

                                                
38 Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian L. Ott, Places of Public Memory: The Rhetoric of 
Museums and Memorials (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2010), 24, 13. 
39 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, Public Memory, 13. 
40 Peter Vergo, ed., The New Museology (London: Reaktion Books, 2000), 2-3. 
41 Vergo, Museology, 3. 



 21 

present. As Dickinson, Blair, and Ott summarize, “Public memory has been variously described 

as responding to needs of the present, serving the interest of the present, animating the present, 

serving as rhetorical resources of the present, and so forth.”42 And, Dickinson, Blair, and Ott 

clarify, “The ‘production’ of memory places in ongoing. Their rhetorical invention is not limited 

to simply their initial construction” but is continually shaped through “current practices in and of 

the place” by staff, visitors, and other stakeholders.43  

As public spaces, museums and memorials allow for contact with other visitors, who 

connect both to the people of the past represented in exhibits as well as their fellow visitors, 

“strangers who appear to have enough in common to be co-traversing the place,” with whom 

they may identify.44 From these connections and common public experiences, group identities 

can be strengthened, as Clark argues of national identity. In Burke’s thought, Clark writes, “it is 

our encounters with each other’s symbols that enable us to make and to change the identities that 

act and interact with common purpose.”45 Clark argues that the encounters that occur through 

tourism reinforce U.S. American identity for tourists who live in such a large and diverse country 

that ownership of a singular “American identity” is often more symbolic than practical. The 

same can be applied to smaller group identities, such as fandom or local identity. Tourism 

enables a sense of belonging.46 This sense is strengthened through tourist encounters with places 

                                                
42 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, Public Memory,12. 
43 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, 31. 
44 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, 27. 
45 Clark, Landscapes, 3. 
46 I mean this in Brian Massumi’s sense of belonging as “a dynamic corporeal ‘abstraction’” that 
stands counterpart to the more definitive concept of membership: as Massumi describes it, 
“Belonging is unmediated, and under way, never already-constituted. It is the openness of bodies 
to each other and to what they are not—the incorporeality of the event.” Brian Massumi, “The 
Political Economy of Belonging and the Logic of Relation” in Parables for the Virtual (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2002), 9. 
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tourists make meaningful for their personal identities and narratives and remains with tourists 

when they return to the everyday spaces where they live and work, continuing to shape their 

ideologies and behavior.  

Dickinson, Blair, and Ott also recognize that “[p]laces also mobilize power because they 

are implacably material. They act directly on the body in ways that may reinforce or subvert their 

symbolic memory contents.”47 The authors note that the physicality of museum and memorial 

spaces serves rhetorical functions by “prescrib[ing] particular paths of entry, traversal, and exit. 

Maps, arrows, walls, boundaries, openings, doors, modes of surveillance all encode power and 

possibility. The design and building of memory places often function as ‘strategy’ in Michel de 

Certeau’s sense of that word.”48 Certeau distinguishes strategies from tactics by naming the 

former the domain of institutional decision-makers and the latter the everyday practices 

individuals use in response to those strategies. Certeau writes: 

I call a ‘strategy’ the calculus of force-relationships which becomes possible when a subject of 
will and power (a proprietor, an enterprise, a city, a scientific institution) can be isolated from an 
‘environment.’ A strategy assumes a place that can be circumscribed as proper and thus serve as 
the basis for generating relations with an exterior distinct from it (competitors, adversaries, 
‘clienteles,’ ‘targets,’ or ‘objects’ of research).49 
 

This distinction points to the importance of taking visitor and employee behaviors into account 

as rhetorical practices when studying the persuasive dynamics of a certain place. 

Beyond physical considerations of space—for example, placement of exits, the order in 

which exhibits are arranged, or the degree of contact visitors are allowed to have with displayed 

items—affective concerns about the materiality of such places are also of great interest to 

rhetoricians. Dickinson, Blair, and Ott write: “[N]o matter how overtly a place may exert power 

                                                
47 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, Public Memory, 29. 
48 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, 29. 
49 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: University  
of California Press, 1984), xix. 
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through its incorporation, enablement, direction, and constraints on bodies, it has its own power 

dimension that becomes part of the experience.”50 Officially sanctioned narratives about space 

can be disrupted by the realities of place experience, especially realities felt through bodies that 

physically and visibly do not belong. Certainly the experiences of people of color, trans people, 

and people with disabilities often run contrary to the stories institutions tell about and through 

space. Their embodied experiences, and those of anyone interacting with space, co-create place 

when new bodies join the assemblage of elements that cohere to construct a place. Sensory 

experiences, feelings of belonging or unwelcomeness, and grounded resonances with the past 

through the literal retracing of footsteps involved in much tourism to historical places are salient 

considerations for tourism planners as well as rhetoricians. 

The materiality of memory places and the exhibits and memorials they contain serve as 

the object of much public memory work. However, a fuller rhetorical analysis of such spaces 

takes into account the ways in which people use and interact with these material elements. 

Blair’s 1999 piece on the Astronauts Memorial at the Kennedy Space Center, coauthored with 

Neil Michel, is a particularly significant touchstone for this project, both because of the touristic 

context and as a model for enhancing rhetorical criticism through ethnographic fieldwork.51 The 

piece begins with a visual analysis of the Astronauts Memorial typical of the rhetorical work on 

public memory being done in the 1990s, which tended to focus on places like the Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial, where the striking physical shape and characteristics of the memorial itself 

are centered in rhetoricians’ analysis.52  

                                                
50 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott, Public Memory, 29. 
51 Blair and Michel, “Astronauts.”  
52 Landmark works on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial include: Daniel Abramson, “Maya Lin 
and the 1960s: Monuments, Time Lines, and Minimalism,” Critical Inquiry 22, no. 4 (1996): 
679-709; Carole Blair, Marsha S. Jeppeson, and Enrico Pucci, Jr., “Public Memorializing in 
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Blair and Michel make compelling observations about how the design of the Astronauts 

Memorial communicates ideas about space exploration and its costs. However, the authors 

reveal, their interpretation of the memorial may align with the assumed intent of the designers 

and the Kennedy Space Center decision-makers who placed the memorial where they did, but: 

“At some point during the first several days we spent at the Astronauts Memorial attending to its 

symbolism, its setting, and so forth, we also began to notice something else—other visitors. 

What was most apparent—and alarming—about them was that they did not appear to share our 

reaction to the Space Mirror.”53 The ethnography the authors conducted for their project on the 

visual rhetoric of the memorial placed them “on rather unfamiliar ground, witnessing firsthand 

what many rhetorical critics never attend to—a real audience.”54 After following their visual 

analysis with eighteen days of watching tourists interact with the memorial, Blair and Michel 

found that visitors either “ignored the Memorial altogether” or  

began to wonder aloud to one another about what this odd structure was, to figure it out 
(usually by recognizing one or more of the names—typically Christa McAuliffe, but 
sometimes one of the Apollo I astronauts), and then to move on without pausing for more 
than a photograph and/or a quick reading of the dedication wall or placard that explains 
the workings of the Space Mirror; many did not pause even that long.55 
 

Despite the intention of a space’s designers, tourists’ expectations and personal situations 

complicate how people dwell in a place. For Blair and Michel’s tourists at the Kennedy Space 

Center, the proximity of Walt Disney World colored tourists’ expectations of the Space Center 

attraction as well as their behavior. Whatever affective elements Space Center architects had 

                                                
Postmodernity: The Vietnam Veterans Memorial as Prototype,” Quarterly Journal of Speech  77, 
no. 3 (1991): 263-288; Marita Sturken, “The Wall and the Screen Memory: the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial” in Tangled Memories: The Vietnam War, the AIDS Epidemic, and the 
Politics of Remembering (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 44-84.  
53 Blair and Michel, “Astronauts,” 46. 
54 Blair and Michel, 46. 
55 Blair and Michel, 46-47. 
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organized around the Astronauts Memorial, the affect of the nearby theme park overwrote. Blair 

and Michel note tourists were frequently wearing “Donald Duck shirts, Mickey Mouse ears, or 

Goofy hats” and confirmed through interviews with employees “that the overwhelming majority 

of visitors to [the Space Center] travel there from Walt Disney World, approximately 40 miles 

away.”56 The Astronauts Memorial thus attempts “Commemorating in the Theme Park Zone,” 

Blair and Michel’s title for the piece, and must contend with the complications therein. Blair and 

Michel conclude that surroundings matter greatly as context for memory sites, but their work 

also meaningfully demonstrates the value ethnographic fieldwork can add to rhetorical analyses. 

 Of course, places of public memory are not the only places that perform argumentative 

work. Tourist sites and other themed spaces are also of interest to rhetoricians; as Derek Foster 

writes in a piece on the visual rhetoric of themed love hotels in Japan, “As rhetorical places or 

loci, landscapes draw together a wide range of cultural and historical resources. It follows that 

themed landscapes do this in an even more accentuated manner.”57 Foster suggests that visual 

rhetorical analyses of themed spaces should attend to “(1) The materiality of the landscape, (2) 

audience responses to the themed milieu, and (3) the function of the theming.”58 Following Blair, 

Foster asserts, “[A]ttending to the materiality of themed landscapes means looking beyond how 

such spaces of the imagination are constructed; one also should examine the precise ways that 

visitors experience and interact with these tangible but imaginary environments.”59 Rhetoricians 

working with tourist sites generally follow the same methods and patterns of inquiry as those 

                                                
56 Blair and Michel, 47. 
57 Derek Foster, “Love Hotels: Sex and the Rhetoric of Themed Spaces” in The Themed Space: 
Locating Culture, Nation, and Self, ed. Scott Lukas, (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2007), 174. 
58 Foster, “Love Hotels,” 174. 
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studying memory places, though considerations of consumerism may replace those of historical 

narratives.60 

 Rhetoricians acknowledge connections between affect and argumentation at a range of 

place-related subjects beyond tourist sites and memory places, including campuses, cities, nature 

preserves, and digital spaces.61 The 2001 attacks at the World Trade Center in New York City 

hastened the field’s shift toward the sensory by revealing the polysemic and affective dimensions 

of physical place. The symbolic value of place came sharply into view and sensory awareness in 

the aftermath of this event, particularly as Americans struggled to reintegrate Ground Zero into 

NYC. 62 Place was now understood as having a relevance to rhetorical studies outside of material 

rhetorics and beyond Plato’s roughly sketched concept of chora.63 In the years since, rhetoricians 

                                                
60 Rhetoricians working with tourist sites and other themed spaces also contend with a greater 
need to justify their subject matter against accusations of frivolousness, while the value of public 
memory scholars’ topics is more readily accepted by other academics in reviewer positions for 
grants, conferences, publications, tenure, etc. 
61 Kevin DeLuca and Anne T. Demo, “Imaging Nature: Watkins, Yosemite, and the Birth  
of Environmentalism,” Critical Studies in Media Communication 17, no. 3 (2000): 241-260; 
William J. Mitchell, Imagining MIT: Designing a Campus for the Twenty-first Century 
(Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press, 2007); Jeff Rice, Digital Detroit: 
Rhetoric and Space in the Age of the Network (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
2012). See also the webpage for the Rhetoric Society of America’s 2019 Project in Power, Place, 
and Publics, which gathered working groups of rhetoricians to work on various place-centric 
projects for the University of Nevada, Reno, and the surrounding area: “RSA – Summer 
Programs,” Rhetoric Society of America, https://rhetoricsociety.org/aws/RSA/pt/sp/summer 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
62 See Theresa Ann Donofrio, “Ground Zero and Place-Making Authority: The Conservative 
Metaphors in 9/11 Families’ ‘Take Back the Memorial’ Rhetoric,” Western Journal of 
Communication 74, no. 2 (March 2010): 150-169; Nicholas S. Paliewicz and Marouf Arif 
Hasian, “Mourning Absences, Melancholic Commemoration, and the Contested Public 
Memories of the National September 11 Memorial and Museum,” Western Journal of 
Communication 80, no. 2 (March 2016): 140-162; Lee Pierce, “A Rhetoric of Traumatic 
Nationalism in the Ground Zero Mosque Controversy,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 100, no. 1 
(2014): 53-80. 
63 In his 2013 book on ambient rhetoric, Thomas Rickert describes chōra as Plato’s “ancient 
attempt to think the relation between matter and activity, work and space, background and 
meaning,” and Rickert argues the concept “deserves contemporary attention in its conception as 
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have increasingly noted the centrality of place as both context and subject for rhetorical 

discussion. This attention to affective dimensions of place has necessitated the use of rhetorical 

field methods and sensory ethnography, bringing rhetorical studies into conversation with related 

disciplines and expanding what it means to “do rhetoric” to include field methods. 

Jeff Rice’s text Digital Detroit: Rhetoric and Space in the Age of the Network is an 

exemplary rhetorical study of place that accounts for the visual and affective considerations that 

have become more mainstream in the discipline since the events of September 11, 2001. 

Examining Detroit as a network, Rice argues the city “includes Sammy Davis Jr. as much as it 

includes the Lodge Freeway. It includes a Saturday Night Live skit as much as it includes the 

university I first worked at in Detroit.”64 Rice assigns great value to the rhetorical circulation of 

signs and associated accumulation of affect: “I began to call Detroit a network because of how I 

saw its history, cultural moments, public buildings, neighborhoods, streets, stories, cultural 

references, and so on function as a system of information in which each node in that system fed 

                                                
a ‘third’ term that, in a matter most uncanny, bridges these realms, so often held to be distinct”: 
Thomas Rickert, Ambient Rhetoric: The Attunements of Rhetorical Being (Pittsburgh: University 
of Pittsburgh Press, 2013), 42. Though I appreciate that issues of place have been at work in 
rhetorical studies since its conception, I have seen just as meaningful connections made to the 
better-known classical rhetoric concept of topoi’s double meaning of topics and places. Many 
theorists since Plato have made clearer arguments about place and matter, and, especially as I do 
not characterize myself as a classical rhetorician, I do not see a need to foreground the concept of 
chōra in this project. Even Rickert, who dedicates a full chapter to the concept in the 
aforementioned ambient rhetoric text, admits that Plato likely did not connect his theorizing 
about chōra to his ideas about rhetoric or expect his successors to relate these two discussions 
(Rickert, Ambient, 46). Because of this project’s interdisciplinary orientation, I can draw from a 
wealth of place theory literature outside rhetorical studies rather than restricting myself to what is 
available in this discipline’s canon. For contemporary discussions of chora, see Catherine 
Chaput, “Rhetorical Circulation in Late Capitalism: Neoliberalism and the Overdetermination of 
Affective Energy,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 43, no. 1 (2010): 11-12; Thomas Rickert, “Toward 
the Chōra,” in Ambient Rhetoric: The Attunements of Rhetorical Being (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2013), 41-73. 
64 Rice, Detroit, 24. 
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off of and contributed to the next.”65 This conception of place takes into account the many signs 

that produce affects and cumulatively build a certain understanding of that place in those who 

experience it. The rhetoric of Detroit, Rice suggests, “is not about the commonality of 

sightseeing and spectatorship, what we might identify as fixed place or commonplace (topos), 

but is about […] the network.”66  

Materialist thinker Jane Bennett similarly utilizes the language of networks to explain 

affective links between nodes through a discussion of the 2003 North American blackout.67 Like 

affects, the widespread power outage had no singular cause: “there is not so much a doer (an 

agent) behind the deed (the blackout) as a doing and an effecting by a human-nonhuman 

assemblage. The federation of actants is a creature that the concept of moral responsibility fits 

only loosely and to which the charge of blame will not stick.”68 The blackout was co-created by, 

and accumulated and circulated because of, the unpredictability of electricity as a vital matter, 

the inadequacy of human response, and the weaknesses of the existing power grid. In affects and 

the 2003 blackout, “agency, conceived now as something distributed along a continuum, 

extrudes from multiple sites of many loci—from a quirky electron flow and a spontaneous fire to 

members of Congress who have a neoliberal faith in market self-regulation.”69 Rather than 

assuming a direct rhetor-to-audience relationship, rhetoricians attending to affect understand 

agency is diluted across the human and non-human elements of assemblages in which 

                                                
65 Rice, 24. 
66 Rice, 3. Rice points to walking as a means of experiencing this network, while acknowledging 
the complexity of this practice in Detroit, both because of its reputation as a dangerous place and 
the automobile focus of “Motor City.” 
67 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2010), 24-28. 
68 Bennett, Vibrant, 28. 
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argumentation occurs. Places like Ground Zero and Detroit are contexts for the many inhabitants, 

physical and conceptual, that co-create affects. In Sleepy Hollow, the co-creation of uncanny 

affect involves the interactions and intertwining of Revolutionary War and literary history, 

contemporary tourism, and the everyday goings-on and needs of residents. 

1.2.3 Ambient Rhetoric 

The field of rhetorical studies has followed much of the humanities and social sciences in 

rounding what Patricia Ticineto Clough labeled in 2007 “the affective turn.”70 Clough suggests 

social theorists’ increasing attention to affect springs from the complexity of global issues with 

which such scholars contend in the Internet-connected, post-9/11 world; social theorists are now 

“facing the analytic challenges of ongoing war, trauma, torture, massacre, and counter/terrorism” 

and noting the interconnections of “ongoing political, economic, and cultural transformations.”71 

The study of affect, Clough argues, opens the social sciences to new possibilities of engaging 

with these challenges meaningfully and inclusively. As I address section 2.3, affect theorists 

focus on vitality: of human and nonhuman bodies as well as the bodies of other matter, as new 

materialists Bennett’s and Karen Barad’s works detail. This orientation encompasses interests in 

technologies that mediate bodies, acknowledgment of the context-dependent nature of “politics, 

economy, and culture” and the dangers of assuming a bias toward universalizing “Western 

capitalist industrial societies” as well as utilization of blended and innovative methodological 

approaches.72  

                                                
70 Patricia Ticineto Clough, “Introduction” in The Affective Turn: Theorizing the Social, Patricia 
Ticineto Clough and Jean Haley, eds., (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007). 
71 Clough, “Introduction,” 1.  
72 Clough, 2-3. 
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Rickert offers a framework that addresses the complexity of contemporary rhetorical 

communication in his 2013 Ambient Rhetoric text, suggesting that, in today’s increasingly 

technologized society, it “seems simplistic to relegate rhetorical powers to humans alone.”73 

Rickert argues we now live in “an ambient age [that] calls us to rethink much of our rhetorical 

theory and practice, indeed, calls us to understand rhetoric as ambient.”74 He asserts that rhetoric 

must move beyond its “theoretical commonplaces, such as rhetor/subject, audience, language, 

image, technique, situation, and the appeals accomplishing persuasive work, at least as they are 

predominantly understood and deployed” to include dimensions of the ambient.75 Rickert 

suggests the discipline of rhetorical studies has not given adequate attention to place: “The 

nonhuman aspects of place are both more dynamic and more integrated into our practices than 

we have recognized them to be in rhetorical theory.”76 Scholars analyzing ambient rhetoric 

complicate traditional rhetorical analysis by bringing in “the material environment, things 

(including the technological), our own embodiment, and a complex understanding of ecological 

relationality as participating in rhetorical practices and their theorization.”77 Rickert’s situated 

and sensory ambient rhetoric recognizes that “the world is involved in human activity not as a 

setting but as participant.”78  

Rice’s examination of his city as a network of interacting constituents forming what is 

recognizable as “Detroit” aligns with Rickert’s suggestions for rhetorical studies’ trajectory here. 

For Rickert, “[r]hetoric impacts the senses, circulates in waves of affect, and communes to join 
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74 Rickert, 3. 
75 Rickert, 3. 
76 Rickert, 43. 
77 Rickert, 3. 
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and disjoin people. [….] Rhetoric may give priority to the expressly salient, but the salient must 

take part in and emerge from the ambient.”79 Central to Rickert’s ambient rhetoric is the 

conceptualization of rhetoric as co-constructed and sensory. For Rickert, ambient rhetoric’s 

fundamental qualities are “its embodied and embedded or situated character, its dispersal across 

things that themselves have gradations of agency, and its dynamic emergence within an 

environment that occasions certain effects.”80 This conception of rhetoric is aligned with some 

earlier expansions of the field from its logocentric origins, such as Burkean identification, which 

recognizes how rhetoric builds and strengthens “imagined communities,” to use Benedict 

Anderson’s famous concept.81 However, Rickert’s statement also recognizes that identification 

does not stop with the human and includes nonhuman, material, and affective elements.  

Ambient rhetoric therefore draws from new materialist work, especially Barad’s writing 

on intra-actions and Bennett’s thought on assemblages, to bring into focus the entanglements that 

mediate rhetorical messages. Rickert writes, “[R]hetoric is a responsive way of revealing the 

world for others, responding to and put forth through affective, symbolic, and material means, so 

as to (at least potentially) reattune or otherwise transform how others inhabit the world to an 

extent that calls for some action.”82 This way of thinking about rhetoric uses the concept of 

attunement to direct rhetoricians the body, as “ambience is inseparable from the person in the 

environment that gives rise to ambience,” though Rickert is careful to note that ambient rhetoric 

does not end at embodiment: “A body needs a world, and rhetorical theory ought not assume this 

as a simple given but rather address it as a fundamental and complex issue.”83 

                                                
79 Rickert, x. 
80 Rickert, 36. 
81 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 1991). 
82 Rickert, Ambient, 162. 
83 Rickert, 8, 163. 
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In short, Rickert continues, “There is no person who can then be tacked onto the 

environment.”84 To experience a place, an ambience, is to also participate in it.85 In more 

traditional terms, the audience co-creates the rhetorical situation. As Rickert writes elsewhere, 

“The term ‘attunement’ names the how of a situation—how it will show up for someone, how it 

will matter.”86 Individuals’ attunement to their environment is inextricably connected to their 

bodies’ capacities, movements, and expressions—their embodiment. The connections between 

bodily experience and openness to persuasion thus likewise become a salient concern for 

rhetoricians, who now take into account, as Hawhee describes, “sensation, touch, texture, affect, 

materiality, performativity, movement, gesture, habits, entrainment, biology, physiology, 

rhythm, and performance, for starters.”87 

Where Rickert diverges from traditional rhetorical theory and criticism—where his 

thinking aligns more with Bennett’s and that of other new materialists—is in his assertion that 

rhetoric rarely functions as a direct exchange from rhetor to audience that follows the rhetor’s 

intent.88 Rickert sees the discipline as holding onto the “assum[ption] that intent equals result: a 

                                                
84 Rickert, 8. 
85 That these theoretical suggestions necessitate a move toward sensory ethnography’s 
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86 Thomas Rickert, “Tuning: A Brief on Rhetoric, Relationality, and Attunement,” Rhetoric 
Society Quarterly 47, no. 5 (2017): 449. 
87 Hawhee, Moving Bodies, 5. 
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rhetor wants to persuade a group of people to vote a certain way, the rhetor succeeds, and 

therefore the rhetor’s intent is held to have been successfully realized through his or her 

rhetorical art.”89 However, Rickert continues,  

intent is rarely called into question when a rhetorical message goes awry; rather, 
the issue becomes a matter of technique. This idea underpins the longstanding 
idea of rhetoric as a teachable art. Failure results because one’s message was not 
sufficient for the intent, because one was unprepared for the particular audience, 
because one made a mistake, and so on. There is no leeway for accidental 
persuasion, for persuasion at odds with or in spite of intent or even the artistry of 
rhetorical work. Instead, the causality of rhetorical intent actualized through 
rhetorical work is often assumed as an unquestionable given.90 
 

Rhetoricians, as Rickert notes, have reason to be wary here. Instruction in rhetoric centers around 

the assumption that with clear intent and enough skill in argumentation and audience analysis, a 

rhetor can convincingly present her thesis and evidence to guide listeners to her conclusions.  

Rickert’s suggestion that a rhetor’s intent can be undermined not by lack of ability or an 

uncooperative audience, but by unpredictable elements over which the rhetor has no control and 

sometimes little awareness, threatens “the longstanding idea of rhetoric as a teachable art” and 

approaches the nihilistic.91 If, regardless of preparation and intent, an argument can be 

dramatically misconstrued, how can anyone hope to be a consistently effective rhetor, or even to 

be confident in presenting a particular argument? Rickert acknowledges, “Rhetorical intent is 

present but dispersed among human and nonhuman elements and modulated through varying 

                                                
the Inaugural Genre: George W. Bush and 9/11,” Southern Communication Journal 81, no. 1 
(January 2016): 18-31.).  
89 Rickert, Ambient, 35. 
90 Rickert, 35. 
91 Rickert, 35. Rickert notes many dimensions of argumentation occur outside immediate 
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are doing it, and what will result from it. When we tether intent to self-consciousness, we cut off 
large swaths of human activity from rhetorical practice in our rhetorical theory” (Rickert, 36).  
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forms of semantic and affective media.”92 Rhetoricians outside academia—those doing on-the-

ground argumentative work, who largely would not define themselves primarily as 

rhetoricians—live with the reality that intent matters less and less with the widening of audience 

and increase in the quantity affective nodes touched by and touching the means of 

argumentation.93  

Affective concerns about the ambient context of rhetorical communication and the 

assemblages of which rhetors and audiences are part are vital to rhetoric in that, as Rickert 

asserts, “One of rhetoric’s primary modes is the tuning of attunements.”94 Rickert argues, 

“Rhetoric accomplishes its work by inducing us to shift, at least potentially, to how we dwell or 

see ourselves dwelling in the world.”95 Humans and their rhetorical intents are nodes of affect 

and relationality, but they are part of wider assemblages that involve material elements as well as 

cultural, semiotic, and ambient contributors.  

1.3 Affect Theory 

Rickert’s conception of ambient rhetoric offers guidance for rhetoricians working in the 

interdisciplinary field of affect theory. In this section, I introduce the concept of affect, pointing 

to the work of social scientists like Kathleen Stewart and new materialists like Karen Barad and 

Jane Bennett. I clarify rhetoric’s relationship as the “tuning of attunements,” as Rickert 

describes, and explore the central concept of attunement. Lastly, I describe the affect theory 

                                                
92 Rickert, 142. 
93 Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of reversibility and double sensations is relevant here: 
“When I touch my right hand with my left hand, the object ‘right hand’ also has this strange 
property, itself, of sensing”: Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. 
Donald Landes (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 95. Merleau-Ponty’s wider concept of 
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94 Rickert, “Tuning,” 448. 
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framework of scene studies, drawing especially from Kerryn Drysdale’s work on affective 

scenes.  

1.3.1 Defining Affect 

Affect is a contested term. Although interdisciplinary treatment of affect is most 

common, as Andrea Gibbs notes, “There are obvious risks in an interdisciplinary approach to 

affect theory, which must contend with the sheer mass of thought about it, and with 

incommensurabilities between and even within disciplines.”96 Scholars therefore discuss affect 

through a variety of definitions and disciplinary approaches. Lawrence Grossberg refers to affect 

as a “magical” term.97 In evaluating the current state of affect research, Grossberg explains, “[I]f 

something has effects that are, let’s say, non-representational then we can just describe it as 

‘affect’: So, I think there is a lot of theorizing that does not do the harder work of specifying 

modalities and apparatuses of affect, or distinguishing affect from other sorts of non-semantic 

effects.”98 Following Grossberg’s guidance toward specificity, in this project, I seek to locate the 

co-creative forces that build uncanny affect in Sleepy Hollow. Sleepy Hollow’s uncanny affect is 

purposely courted by placemakers through specific theming efforts around Irving’s “Legend.”  

Clough summarizes theorists’ approach to “affectivity as a substrate of potential bodily 

responses, often autonomic responses, in excess of consciousness.”99 Clough’s description 

illuminates some of the most salient and agreed-upon qualities of affect: its inextricableness from 

                                                
96 Andrea Gibbs, “After Affect: Sympathy, Synchrony, and Mimetic Communication” in The  
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bodily experience and its vitality or intensity (affect is actively felt, in contrast to how places can 

have passive “moods”). Amplifying this characterization, Susanna Paasonen, Ken Hillis, and 

Michael Petit point to intensity and excess or “more than” as central in most definitions of 

affect.100  

Affect theory scholars influenced by new materialists like Bennett see affects as 

originating from multiple human and nonhuman sources, with each of the individual sources 

contributing to a larger assemblage.101 Kathleen Stewart explains affects as “an animate circuit 

that conducts force and maps connections, routes, and disjunctures” and “a kind of contact zone 

where the overdeterminations of circulations, events, conditions, technologies, and flows of 

power literally take place.”102 Because affect accumulates through the involvement of different 

contributors, the agency of any single individual is not the central force behind the creation and 

manipulation of the assemblages affect: affects are always co-created by a variety of human and 

nonhuman actors. Paasonen, Hillis, and Petit explain, “Intent, agency, and affect thereby become 

to some extent contingent outcomes of the network [or assemblage] itself rather than of human 

agency alone.”103  

One way to understand assemblages is through Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s concept of 

intersubjectivity, the idea that humans and other forces in the world are intertwined and respond 

to each other. Merleau-Ponty gives the example of an argument between two men and asks 

                                                
100 Susanna Paasonen, Ken Hillis, and Michael Petit, “Introduction: Networks of Transmission: 
Intensity, Sensation, Value” in Networked Affect, ed. Ken Hillis, Susanna Paasonen, and Michael 
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101 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007); Jane 
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102 Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Affects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 3. 
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where the anger is over the course of their conversation. The anger that arises in the pair in fact 

“really is here, in this room and in this part of the room, that the anger breaks forth. It is in the 

space between him and me that it unfolds.”104 The anger is not in the arguing men’s minds but 

pervasive “in the space we both share.”105 Because the men’s bodies are part of the assemblage 

of that space, the anger circulating there works through and on their bodies; because of their 

intersubjective ties to each other and to their surroundings, each man ought “acknowledge that 

this anger does not lie beyond my body, directing it from without, but rather that in some 

inexplicable sense it is bound up with my body.”106 This example distills the idea Merleau-Ponty 

calls intersubjectivity: while we are all connected through the intersubjective world and 

participate in assemblages, this does not mean we are without the individual responsibility that is 

the basis for existentialist thought.107 Assemblages can thus be aligned with the Zen concept of 

“not-one, not-two” in that individual contributors to an assemblage do not lose their 

distinctiveness and merge into a cosmic whole, but the assemblage is also more than a sum of its 

                                                
104 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception (Abingdon: Routledge, 2004), 83. 
105 Merleau-Ponty, World, 84. 
106 Merleau-Ponty, World, 85. 
107 That is, being intertwined with other actors in an assemblage does not relieve individuals of 
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himself [sic] as a way of being”: Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism and Human Emotions (New 
York: Citadel Press, 1985 [1957]), 52. The freedom to choose, then, forces each individual to 
“carry the weight of the world by [themselves] alone without anything or any person being able 
to lighten it” (Sartre, Existentialism, 57). Affect theorists like Karen Barad further the 
implications of this philosophical work to argue “[a]gency is not something that humans and 
even nonhumans have to varying degrees. And agency is not a binary proposition, either on or 
off. Furthermore, responsibility is not the exclusive right, obligation, or dominion of humans” 
(Barad, Universe, 173). 
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individual parts. Each individual is “a point of impact, curiosity, and encounter,” as Stewart puts 

it at the beginning of her landmark text Ordinary Affects.108 

In the following sections, I clarify the differences between bodily and non-bodily affects 

as well as affect and emotion, then develop my own use of the term through discussion of its 

central concepts. Still, no uncontestable definition of affect will or can emerge, though the uses 

of affect theory, both in scholarly research and in practical placemaking, are clear, as I address in 

sections on affective scenes and rhetorical approaches to affect. 

1.3.1.1 Bodily and Non-Bodily Affects 

The effects of assemblages on bodies and activities come in the form of intensities. 

Although there are both bodily and non-bodily approaches to affect, affect is always connected 

to embodiment since intensity is a force that acts on the body. In an article applying affect theory 

in literary interpretation, James P. Zappen summarizes, “Affect can be either bodily or non-

bodily and can be evoked via texts and images insofar as they are non-signifying and non-

referential.”109 Conceptualizing affect as “bodily” or “non-bodily” can be misleading, as the 

bodies of the various human and nonhuman co-creators of affect are essential loci of affect 

regardless of the perspective a scholar takes. A focus on bodies is necessary for discussion of 

affect, whether that discussion follows Brian Massumi into measurements of heart rate or aligns 

with non-bodily perspectives that examine affective circulation through symbols independent of 

individual bodily experience.  

A leading thinker in the area of bodily affect, Massumi characterizes the distinction 

between the quality of an image and its intensity as the difference “between content and 

                                                
108 Stewart, Ordinary, 5. 
109 James P. Zappen, “Affective Identification in Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad,”  
LIT: Literature Interpretation Theory 27, no. 4 (2016): 294. 
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effect”—not that there is no connection between the two, but that the image’s “socio-linguistic 

qualification” understood as its meaning is separate from the image’s intensity, which determines 

“the strength or duration of the image’s effect.”110 Importantly, this means affective forces—

images and other assemblages—act on the body independently of intellectualization or 

psychological processing.111 Massumi writes, “Intensity is embodied in purely autonomic 

reactions most directly manifested in the skin—at the surface of the body, at its interface with 

things.”112 Bodily affect is directly connected to bodily sensations, especially touch.  

Scholars of bodily affect turn to discussions of neuroscientific concepts like mirror 

neurons and studies of sensation and perception to support affect as qualitatively analyzable—

though affect is not quantitatively measurable—through bodily signals like breathing and heart 

rate.113 Another understanding of bodily affect hypothesizes affect as a biological drive; this 

concept of affect is most often traced back to Silvan Tomkins’ work on shame.114 Recent affect 

theorists building on Tomkins’ work have moved closer to new materialists’ understanding of 

affect; Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick argues that “[r]educing affect to drive” disregards “the nature or 

quality of the affect itself” and “permits a diagrammatic sharpness of thought that may, however, 

be too impoverishing in qualitative terms.”115 Jodi Dean has applied this concept of affect as a 

                                                
110 Brian Massumi, “The Autonomy of Affect,” Cultural Critique 31 (1995): 84. 
111 Unlike psychological affect, valence is not an attribute of affect as I discuss it. Following 
Silvan Tomkins, affect theorists in the social sciences generally agree that affects can attach to 
any object, and judgments about whether those affects are “good” or “bad” are perhaps relevant 
to individual cases but not generalizable. 
112 Massumi, “Autonomy,” 85. 
113 See Massumi, “Autonomy”; Victoria Pitts-Taylor, The Brain’s Body: Neuroscience and 
Corporeal Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016). 
114 Silvan Tomkins, Shame and Its Sisters: A Silvan Tomkins Reader, eds. Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick and Adam Frank (Durham: Duke University Press, 1995). 
115 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 18. 
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drive comparable to thirst to explain compulsive posting on social media as an effort to access 

and build affect through communication with an affective community online: “Every tweet or 

comment, every forwarded image or petition, accrues a tiny affective nugget, a little surplus 

enjoyment.”116 Posting and receiving responses satisfies the drive for connection and builds 

affect in those communicating.  

Particularly salient about Tomkins’ approach to affect as bodily—and central to my 

own—is the mandate that “‘any affect may have any “object.”’”117 Sedgwick explains, “Affects 

can be, and are, attached to things, people, ideas, sensations, relations, activities, ambitions, 

institutions, and any number of other things, including other affects. Thus, one can be excited by 

anger, disgusted by shame, or surprised by joy.”118 This is relevant to my discussion of uncanny 

affect throughout this project: the uncanny can be evoked by classically spooky objects and 

settings like cemetery gravestones, but also, as I examine with regard to Sunnyside, by ordinary 

occurrences like passing trains, otherwise unremarkable sloped ceilings, or any number of other 

objects and forces that become eerie and strange in combination with other forces contributing to 

assemblages.119 This illustrates how both directly representational and more arbitrary elements of 

                                                
116 Jodi Dean, “Affect and Drive” in Networked Affect, eds. Susanna Paasonen, Ken Hillis, and 
Michael Petit (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015), 90. 
117 Tomkins qtd. in Sedgwick, Touching, 19. The “object” referenced here is not the body but 
anything that contributes to affect or prompts affective response, like gravestones, ceilings, 
sounds of passing trains, or text on a sign. 
118 Sedgwick, 19. The use of the phrase “surprised by joy” is likely a reference to the title of both 
an 1815 William Wordsworth poem and C.S. Lewis’s 1955 autobiographical text on his 
conversion to Christianity. 
119 Consider also how tourism imaginaries contribute to affect: if visitors expect to encounter the 
supernatural at a site, much of that site’s collection and other elements of the scene can become 
part of an overall uncanny affect even if individually little about them could be tied to the 
uncanny. This dynamic is at work at séances, too, particularly those most likely staged, during 
which actions of an illusionist posing as a medium in trance like moving glow sticks are 
interpreted as uncanny presences due to their context. 
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scene co-contribute to affect: an image of the Headless Horseman directly symbolizes the 

“Legend” and thus affectively indicates its associated spookiness, while the sloped ceiling and 

narrow staircases in the cottage at Sunnyside do not signify a particular linguistic meaning but 

impact the body in ways that are then interpreted in context into a general sense of the 

uncanny.120 

Reinforcing the symbolic function of affect over its connections to the body—the “non-

bodily” approach to affect—Stewart aligns affect with Roland Barthes’s third meaning, writing 

that affects “work not through ‘meanings’ per se, but rather in the way that they pick up density 

and texture as they move through bodies, dreams, dramas, and social worldings of all kinds. 

Their significance lies in the intensities they build and in what thoughts and feelings they make 

possible.”121 It is not as useful, Stewart continues, to ask what affects mean or represent or make 

ethical judgments about them, as to wonder “where they might go and what potential modes of 

knowing, relating, and attending to things are already somehow present in them in a state of 

potentiality and resonance.”122  

I follow Stewart and new materialists, like Barad and Bennett, in seeing affects as non-

bodily. In this project, I conceptualize affects as non-bodily in that they are intensities circulated 

                                                
120 As I discuss in Chapters 6 and 7 on Sunnyside, the docents’ contextualization of these 
physical aspects of the Sunnyside cottage prompt emotional responses that the ceiling or 
staircase would likely not prompt on their own. For example, by explaining that Irving was 
highly involved in the design of Sunnyside and specifically directed the slope of the ceiling in his 
preferred bedroom to remind him of rooms he had stayed in during his travels abroad, the ceiling 
furthers visitors’ sense of Irving’s presence and continued influence at Sunnyside. 
121 Stewart, Ordinary, 3. Barthes’ third meaning is, in contrast to the information and symbolic 
meanings of an image, the affective intensity of the image: “the one ‘too many,’ the supplement 
that my intellection cannot succeed in absorbing, at once persistent and fleeting, smooth and 
elusive, […] the obtuse meaning” (Barthes, Image Music Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: 
Fontana Press, 1977), 54). 
122 Stewart, Ordinary, 3. 
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through and by assemblages and not specifically connected to individuals’ bodily sensations or 

expressions; as Paasonen, Hillis, and Petit explain, for these theorists, “affect translates as 

nonsubjective and impersonal potentiality, intensity, and force that cannot be attributed to any 

particular bodies or objects.”123 My “non-bodily” approach to affect in this project directs my 

focus to the various elements of Sleepy Hollow scenes that together generate and circulate 

uncanny affect rather than on tourists’ particular bodily responses prompted at these sites.  

1.3.1.2 Affect and Emotion 

Scholars of affect separate their notion of affect from the term’s colloquial conflation 

with emotion. Affect theorists like Margaret Wetherell “investigate emotional states and the 

distinctive perturbations they cause in the body and mind. Sometimes ‘affect’ includes every 

aspect of emotion and sometimes it refers just to physical disturbance and bodily activity 

(blushes, sobs, snarls, guffaws, levels of arousal and associated patterns of neural activity), as 

opposed to ‘feelings’ or more elaborated subjective experiences.”124 In the social sciences, 

Wetherell continues, affect theory is often used to “infus[e] social analysis with what could be 

called psychosocial ‘texture,’” making affect “mainly a stimulus to expand the scope of social 

investigation” to include embodiment.125 This is largely how rhetoricians have incorporated 

affect theory. As I discussed, movement toward inclusion of perspectives like Rickert’s ambient 

rhetoric enable rhetoricians to consider conditions like the air flow or color scheme of a space 

where argumentation occurs and how these spatial elements of the rhetorical situation act on the 

bodies of the “audience” in that space. In this context, the term “embodiment” refers to bodily 

                                                
123 Paasonen, Hillis, and Petit, Networked, 6. Also qtd. in Zappen, 294. 
124 Margaret Wetherell, Affect and Emotion: A New Social Science Understanding (London: 
Sage, 2012), 2. 
125 Wetherell, Emotion, 2. See also Sedgwick, Touching, 13-17. 
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experience and expression: comfort or discomfort, ability to move around and the available ways 

of moving, proximity to other people or to walls or heaters, and countless other considerations of 

how humans and more rarely nonhuman animals dwell in their bodies in the context of the 

scholar’s object of study. 

While the use of affect theory to justify inclusion of embodiment in rhetorical studies 

work and other humanities and social disciplines offers much expansion to these fields in itself, 

Wetherell notes scholars likewise use affect as a disruptive force. Including affect in scholarship 

can provoke a “decisive shift away from the current conventions of critical theory, away from 

research based on discourse and disembodied talk and texts, towards more vitalist, ‘post human’ 

and process-based perspectives.”126 This explains the frequent overlap of affect theory with 

critical race and queer studies research as well as other areas of scholarship that seek to disrupt 

the biases of much academic research toward the so-called “Western” perspective and the 

unrepresentative characteristics it entails.127  

It should be clear that while emotion is certainly involved in affect, as Wetherell explains, 

“Ordinary ‘basic emotion’ terms used by psychobiologists (sadness, anger, fear, surprise, disgust 

and happiness) do not adequately describe the range and variety of affective performances, 

affective scenes and affective events.”128 Rather than “the more social expression of emotion” as 

reflected in these basic emotion categories operating at the conscious level,  affect is 

                                                
126 Wetherell, Emotion, 3. 
127 Characteristics like being white, male, cis, heterosexual, upper-middle-class, able-bodied are 
too often assumed and generalized in research conclusions. Psychologists, after the publication 
of J. J. Arnett’s influential article on the field’s bias toward such perspectives, use the acronym 
“WEIRD” (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) to describe the populations 
most frequently taken as the generalizable norm when conducting psychological studies. See J. J. 
Arnett, “The Neglected 95%: Why American Psychology Needs to Become Less American,” 
American Psychologist 63, no. 7 (2008): 602-614. 
128 Wetherell, Emotion, 3. 
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preconscious and thus “often conceived as autonomous and ephemeral,” Megan Watkins 

writes.129 Watkins argues much attention is paid to affect’s “immediate impact” at the expense of 

understanding affect’s cumulative quality: affect is built through repetition and multiple 

encounters “to form dispositions and thus shape subjectivities.”130 The preconscious and 

autonomous nature of affect is akin to subtle messaging across a long-term advertising 

campaign—like the repetition of brand logos in association with both the brand’s products and 

ideals—versus the straightforward pathos-oriented appeals of commercials that try to arouse a 

specific emotion in viewers to prompt an immediate purchase to satisfy a need.131 As such, the 

difference between affect and emotion is important in considering the rhetorical appeals of 

spaces designed to be affectively charged.  

Situating affect in historical terms, Watkins references Baruch Spinoza’s distinction 

between affectus, “the force of an affecting body” or the immediate intensity, and affectio, that 

force’s impact on those it touches.132 The latter, Watkins writes, “may be fleeting but it may also 

leave a residue, a lasting impression that produces kinds of bodily capacities” and, again, shapes 

subjectivities and ideologies.133 Sara Ahmed affirms this in her conception of affect as “sticky,” 

writing, “Affect is what sticks, or what sustains or preserves the connection between ideas, 

                                                
129 Megan Watkins, “Desiring Recognition, Accumulating Affect,” in The Affect Theory Reader, 
eds. Melissa Gregg and Gregory J. Seigworth (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 269. 
130 Watkins, “Desiring,” 269-270. 
131 To extend my comparison here to advertising, consider the 2014-2017 Febreze ad campaign 
that suggested the watcher may be “nose-blind” to the smells in their home. At the same time the 
commercials prompt a time-sensitive action based on the emotion of shame—buy Febreze as 
soon as possible, or your house will continue to be smelly to visitors, unbeknownst to you—they 
simultaneous suggest, since in most of the ads in the series the central actor plays a mother, that 
it is the mother’s role to manage both the smells of her family members and the shame of those 
smells. This latter assertion is established through repeated viewings of multiple commercials in 
the series that centralize the mother figure in these responsibilities—an effect of accumulation.  
132 Watkins, 269. 
133 Watkins, “Desiring,” 269. 
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values, and objects.”134 In sum, for this study, affects are intensities produced by human and 

nonhuman members of assemblages that unify those assemblages experientially. In the context 

of this project, the disparate elements of a visit to Sleepy Hollow Cemetery combine and 

accumulate to build a sense of the uncanny—to be discussed shortly—that characterizes the 

affective experience of a visit to the Cemetery. Affective intensities have both immediate bodily 

effects and the potential to build on each other and change those who encounter them. Thus, a 

participant in an event in the Cemetery may experience her body hair standing up, a tingling 

sensation, or an increased heart rate when her time in on the grounds registers with her as 

uncomfortable and spooky, and therefore she may also leave the Cemetery with reinforced 

cultural ideas about death strengthened by foregrounding of death during her visit.  

1.3.2 Attunement 

Affect theorists are interested in attunement, as is Rickert in his development of ambient 

rhetoric. For Rickert, attunement requires individuals’ participation in ambiance—in a scene—

and the phenomenological and personally meaningful experiences individuals take from that 

participation.135 Affect theorists like Stewart conceptualize attunement similarly, but, unlike 

Rickert, they generally do not focus on guiding these attunements in their capacities as 

rhetoricians but rather observing, recording, and describing affective scenes as social scientists 

using their own attunement as a guide. Stewart writes about atmospheric attunements as “the 

actual affects of modes of living being brought into being,” emphasizing that it is the everyday 

encounters between people and their surroundings, habits, emotions, interlocutors—their 

                                                
134 Sara Ahmed, “Happy Objects,” in The Affect Theory Reader, eds. Melissa Gregg and Gregory 
J. Seigworth (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 29. 
135 Rickert, “Tuning,” 449. 
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worlds.136 Stewart sees affects as “moving forces […] immanent in scenes, subjects, and 

encounters, or in blocked opportunities or the banality of built environments.”137 Thus, she 

argues, a particular attunement does not “flow[…] inevitably from a given ‘way of life,’ but 

rather […] takes off with the potential trajectories in which it finds itself in the middle.”138 Like 

Rickert, attunement here involves meaning-making around everyday encounters. As Drysdale 

explains, “Attunement […] is an investment in sensing the singularity of the situation of 

everyday relations and giving it form.”139  

Stewart aligns this thinking with Martin Heidegger’s idea of “worlding” as, in Stewart’s 

words, “an intimate, compositional process of dwelling in spaces that bears, gestures, gestates, 

worlds.”140 The culmination of an individual’s experiences, especially the repeated, everyday 

ones, constitutes their world, from which they build a way of being in and interacting with their 

environment. As such, Stewart clarifies, “An atmosphere is not an inert context but a force field 

in which people find themselves. It is not an effect of other forces but a lived affect—a capacity 

                                                
136 Kathleen Stewart, “Atmospheric Attunements” [a], Rubric 1 (2010): 6. 
137 Stewart, Ordinary, 128. 
138 Stewart, 128. 
139 Kerryn Drysdale, “Intimate Attunements: Everyday Affect in Sydney’s Drag King Scene,” 
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to affect and to be affected that pushes a present into a composition, an expressivity, the sense of 

potentiality and event. It is an attunement of the senses, of labors, and imaginaries to potential 

ways of living in or living through things.”141  

Drysdale illustrates attunement as this “capacity to affect and be affected” in her work 

with the Sydney lesbian community and drag king scene, writing that participation in scenes “is 

both an inward-facing orientation towards meaningful and intimate interpersonal relationships 

and an outward-facing demonstration of the affective register of collective desire.”142 In 

Drysdale’s work, it is clear that attunements hold political weight. As Stewart emphasizes, 

“There’s a politics to being/feeling connected (or not), to impacts that are shared (or not), to 

energies spent worrying or scheming (or not), to affective contagion, and to all the forms of 

attunement and attachment.”143 Drysdale’s examination of the drag king scene exemplifies the 

political and social force of everyday encounters: it is the small interactions, accumulating over 

time, that create a sense of belonging in a scene. An individual’s attunement to the scenes in 

which she participates builds her worlding, which continually develops and shapes her responses 

and relations. 

1.3.3 Affective Scenes 

Ambient rhetoric is a framework from rhetorical studies that addresses the complex 

nature of place and the challenges of effective argumentation within these dynamic contexts. The 

interdisciplinary area of affect studies houses its own distinctive frameworks for examining 

place; affect theorists, unlike rhetoricians, are not primarily concerned with argumentation but 

with affect’s circulation and accumulation. While rhetoricians can utilize perspectives that 
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include affect to enrich their work, affect is generally not their central focus: rhetoricians remain 

focused on argumentation and how affects influence—whether aiding or inhibiting—persuasion. 

As I do in this project, rhetoricians centralize how arguments are made and communicated. 

Scholars specifically focused on affect use the same or similar concepts toward different aims; 

theorists like Stewart aim to describe affect itself. Thus, one form such researchers’ writing can 

take is descriptive examination of particular affective scenes. As Stewart accomplishes through 

her use of vignettes to describe various “disparate scenes” in Ordinary Affects, this writing can 

capture the felt experience of participating in the spaces and events described and thus, to some 

extent, preserves scenes.144 

While scene is a longstanding concept in the social sciences, Drysdale points to Will 

Straw’s work on music subcultures as foundational for scene studies in affect theory.145 Straw, 

Drysdale writes, prompted a shift in popular music studies “away from the previous journalistic 

and colloquial suppositional use of the term and towards a theoretical abstraction and scholarly 

investigation of the concept. Since the early 1990s, the concept itself has gathered considerable 

significance as the means to interrogate how social configurations intersect with everyday 

cultural life.”146 Affect theorists consider such “social configurations” as affective assemblages, 

with material and non-material, human and non-human individual components that influence 

                                                
144 Stewart, 5. 
145 Drysdale cites earlier social science work on scenes in youth and counterculture movements: 
Howard S. Becker, Outsiders: Studies in the Sociology of Deviance (London: Free Press of 
Glencoe, 1963); John Irwin, Scenes (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1977). See also Will Straw, “Systems 
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146 Kerryn Drysdale, “Scene Thinking,” in Intimate Investments in Drag King Cultures (London: 
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each other and co-create affect. This happens not only among defined communities, like the 

Sydney, Australia drag king culture central in Drysdale’s work or the punk communities many 

popular music theorists study, but within “everyday cultural life” between individuals who often 

have little choice in the other constituents of their assemblages.147 Stewart explains that in affect 

theory, “Every scene, every effort, every sensory engagement weirdly shared is a case.”148 As 

Rickert asserts of ambient rhetoric, there is no one defined or defining source of agency in a 

scene. Rather, a scene is determined through affective exchange between members of the 

assemblages contained within that scene. An important clarification is that while scene studies 

and ambient rhetoric both are useful frameworks in the study of particular physical places, and 

that is largely how I apply both in this project, neither scenes nor ambiences necessarily are 

bound to specific locales.149  

                                                
147 See Karen M. Fox, Gabrielle Riches, and Michael Dubnewick, “Juxtaposing Aboriginal Hip 
Hop, Local Heavy Metal Scenes, and Questioning Public Recreation/Leisure Services,” 
MUSICultures 38, no. 1 (2011): 88-101; Pepper G. Glass, “Doing Scene: Identity, Space, and the 
Interactional Accomplishment of Youth Culture,” Contemporary Ethnography 41, no. 6 (2012), 
695-716. 
148 Stewart, “Atmospheric Attunements” [a], 8. 
149 Since scene studies’ beginnings with music subcultures, Straw notes, scholars questioned 
“whether [scenes] could be imagined outside of relationships of physical proximity. Were the 
affinities of people dispersed across space—a shared taste for a genre of music, for example—
enough to generate a scene? Was it necessary that these people, physically separated, engage in 
ongoing communication and other forms of collective interaction in order to constitute a scene?” 
Straw, “Scene Might Be,” 477. See also Straw, “Systems,” 378-379, on alternative-rock culture, 
for an early example that illustrates the capacity of scenes to extend a sense of community 
localism through shared language between geographically disparate spaces and members. Straw 
recognizes in this 1991 piece that “The terrain of alternative rock is one in which a variety of 
different temporalities have come to coexist within a bounded cultural space” (Straw, “Systems,” 
380). Already, here, Straw approaches a discussion of circulating affects: “[T]he relationship of 
different local spaces of activity to each other takes the form of circuits, overlaid upon each 
other, through which particular styles of alternative music circulate in the form of recordings or 
live performances” (Straw, “Systems,” 378). Scene scholars across disciplines affirm that scenes 
can indeed transcend physical location; as Drysdale observes, “the cultural energies they produce 
suggests that scenes are affective spaces that exceed their own material infrastructure:” Drysdale, 
“Scene Thinking,” 10. With virtual tools for building and supporting community without 
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In effect, scenes are nebulous groupings of affective encounters that cross spaces and 

temporalities. As Drysdale writes,  

[A] scene is better conceived as a site of affective investments in experiences that 
often can’t be quantified or collated in ways that can provide a representationally 
stable account. Indeed, scenes often draw on experiences of indeterminate 
relationality that can push against developed cultural models. How can something 
of the force of local cultural feeling be captured in ways that balance competing 
demands between evocation and representation, between mediation and 
interpretation?150 
 

Affect theorists often frame their work with descriptive vignettes, as Stewart influentially 

employed in her 2007 text Ordinary Affects, to communicate a sense of what participation in a 

scene would be like phenomenologically. Scholars of scenes are often themselves members of 

the scenes they study or are at least adopted as tertiary members as anthropologists traditionally 

have been.151 Scholars rely on participatory witnessing to build their own account of the scene 

and collect accounts of affective experience from other participants in—co-creators of—the 

scene.152 In combination, these accounts reveal shared practices, significant spaces, and everyday 

experiences within the scene. 

In her examination of the Sydney drag king scene, Drysdale “is concerned with the 

process by which scenes come into being through everyday forms of sociality that intersect 

                                                
physical contact of increasing cultural concern due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the examination 
of how scenes unfold online is a salient area for future research. 
150 Drysdale, “Scene Thinking,” 7. 
151 Drysdale is a participant in the lesbian drag king subculture she explores in Intimate 
Investments in Drag King Cultures, while Stewart has a more anthropological presence in the 
West Virginia community where she resided while working on her 1996 book A Space on the 
Side of the Road: Cultural Poetics in an ‘Other’ America: Kathleen Stewart, A Space on the Side 
of the Road: Cultural Poetics in an ‘Other’ America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1996). 
152 As scenes unfold, the scholar’s physical presence and involvement is necessary to attune 
bodily and empathetically to it; hence, affect theorists examining scenes utilize the sensory 
ethnography methods I address throughout this project and especially in the methodology 
chapter. 
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within, and form the basis of, a recognisable entity.”153 Everyday, repeated actions taken by 

those dwelling in a place create that place’s ambiance, attune participants to its affects, and hold 

their own rhetorical potency, as I address with regard to walking as a significant practice in 

Sleepy Hollow. Drysdale notes that while her topic is a scene “representative of the type of 

spectacularity required to bring people to sites of urban sociality, it is also one where the 

seemingly mundane practices that render it meaningful to those who turned up week after week 

largely took place away from the stage.”154 The spectacle of the drag king show was the occasion 

for the scene, but the scene was most meaningfully contained in the interactions between 

attendees, sensory experiences like those of smell and heat, and topophila—place attachment, 

what Yi-Fu Tuan calls “human love of place”—for the venue space where events were regularly 

held.155 Moreover, Drysdale notes that “[a]s scenes increasingly partake of a ritualized regularity, 

the forms of visibility that would mark them as significant to outsiders diminish. Instead, within 

the scene, constant negotiations over relations between people, space and practice intensify.”156 

The practices of regular attendance and socialization that border the stage create the 

investments Drysdale finds most central to building and sustaining the Sydney drag king scene. I 

argue similarly regarding the 2019 Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest that the practice of walking between 

stations, particularly for participants following the event’s theming of Ichabod’s path during the 

Horseman’s chase, is likely to spark the most personally significant encounters with the space 

and scene. And, especially with the infrastructure developments in progress to make the Sleepy 

Hollow area even more walkable, these experiences need not take place during events. Because 
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affect builds through accumulation and topophilia often grows through familiarity, frequent or at 

least repeated walks through the same space enable the most charged encounters.  

Affect theorists emphasize that everyday life is where attunements are built and 

belonging can be found. According to Drysdale, “Affect theory recognises that everyday life 

exerts pressures defined by a capacity to affect and be affected where social experiences can 

never be entirely stabilised or contained. As a chaotic set of assembled relations, affective 

relationality prescribes a form of belonging that is neither wholly individual nor collective but is 

instead a continual process of becoming.”157 Because of this, Drysdale continues, the concept of 

scene in affect studies transcends a specific connection to subcultures; that is, a scene need not 

be constituted by a common interest or “neat structures of membership, like class, race, and so 

on.”158 Scenes can be and often are created through proximity and spontaneous connection: 

“[A]ffect is present through the desire to connect with others and the material world.”159 

Everyday encounters are affectively significant. Hence, as Stewart demonstrates in Ordinary 

Affects, individual stories can be the most fruitful data in analyzing scenes. Drysdale explains, 

“personal accounts can be valuable by virtue of their partial subjectivity because they offer 

resistance to the pressure to pin down affective relations within a static schema of 

representation.”160 Scene analysis in affect studies should seek to produce “a feeling of being in a 

scene rather than […] a description of the scene.”161 

Drysdale’s work with the drag king scene in Sydney now represents the only way into 

that scene: the Sly Fox Hotel, where the events were held, stopped hosting them and the scene 
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faded.162 Drysdale shares, “[A]t the time of formally starting this work, I had no idea that in just 

three years the scene would all but disappear.”163 This illuminated transience for Drysdale as a 

significant theoretical aspect of scenes and moved ephemerality to the center of her work. 

Participants’ investments in scenes and the places they existed survive the inevitable fading of 

scenes. These investments are “affective bonds generated through participation, retrospectively 

realized, [that] continue to bind people to the place and time of scenes long after that social 

moment has passed.”164 Scenes eventually turn from ongoing affective engagements built 

through everyday practices to pieces of “personal and collective memory.”165 The transience or 

ephemerality inherent in scenes gives their study and rendering through narrative additional 

weight: as Omar Kasmani notes, “[T]o write in [short vignettes of] scenes is as much to capture 

the event of passing as it is to hold on to that which passes: intimacies of a scene that would not 

have arisen in the first place had it not been for this particular time and place.”166 The balance of 

presence and absence is inherent to scenes: scenes are necessarily transient, so they are almost 

immediately absent, but remain vividly present in the memories of participants. This gradation 

between presence and absence renders affective scenes, whether they are currently ongoing or in 

the process of fading, ultimately uncanny. 

 

                                                
162 Drysdale, “Fade,” 353. 
163 Drysdale, “Scene Thinking,” 5. This sentiment resonates with me as I had spent three years 
on this project before the COVID-19 pandemic largely shut down U.S. tourism. Sleepy Hollow 
tourism will undoubtedly look different while and after the tourism industry recovers. As I write 
this, the U.S. is still very much in the throes of the pandemic and while some attractions offered 
limited experiences to smaller crowds during the 2020 Halloween season, the Sleepy Hollow 
scenes captured in this project, particularly in Chapters 5 through 8, are already relics.  
164 Drysdale, “Fade,” 357. 
165 Drysdale, 359. 
166 Omar Kasmani, “Thin Attachments: Writing Berlin in Scenes of Daily Loves,” Capacious 1, 
no. 3 (2018): 20. 
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1.4 Tourism Studies 

In this section, I provide an overview of salient topics in interdisciplinary tourism studies 

literature. First, I address the longstanding debate around felt authenticity at tourist sites. Next, I 

discuss literary tourism, then continue into background on tourism studies’ treatment of 

pilgrimage, proposing literary and other types of fan tourism as a form of pilgrimage for 

contemporary U.S. tourists. 

1.4.1 Authenticity 

Since Jean Baudrillard wrote of Disneyland as the perfect example of our U.S. American 

culture of simulation and simulacra—“Disneyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us 

believe that the rest is real”—scholars have wondered what authenticity means in relation to the 

staged environments of tourism, how to evaluate authenticity, and if, in fact, a tourist space’s 

ability to prompt feelings of authenticity matter to tourists or at all.167 In one of the most 

significant texts in contemporary tourism studies, The Tourist Gaze 3.0, authors John Urry and 

Jonas Larsen align their approach with Maxine Feifer’s 1985 concept of the post-tourist.168 Urry 

and Larsen write:  

[T]he post-tourist knows they are a tourist and tourism is a series of games with 
multiple texts and no single, authentic tourist experience. The post-tourist thus 
knows that he or she will have to queue time and time again, that the glossy 
brochure is a piece of pop culture, that the apparently authentic local 
entertainment is as socially contrived as the ethnic bar, and that the supposedly 
quaint and traditional fishing village could not survive without the income from 
tourism.169 
 

                                                
167 Jean Baudrillard, “The Precession of Simulacra,” in Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila  
Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994), 12. 
168 Maxine Feifer, Going Places (London: MacMillan, 1985). 
169 Urry and Larsen, Gaze, 114. 
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Because most tourism scholars and professionals, not to mention most tourists, hold this view of 

authenticity today, Urry and Larsen acknowledge, “It therefore seems wrong to suggest that a 

search for authenticity is the basis for the organisation of tourism. Rather, one key feature would 

seem to be that there is a difference between one’s normal place of residence/work and the object 

of the tourist gaze.”170 Still, some background on this longstanding debate in the field of tourism 

studies is essential as, regardless of the impreciseness of the term and concept, authenticity 

remains an ideal and touted quality for many tourist sites, including those in Sleepy Hollow. 

To begin his categorization of tourist experiences, Erik Cohen asks, “What is the nature 

of the tourist experience? Is it a trivial, superficial, frivolous pursuit of vicarious, contrived 

experiences, a ‘pseudo-event’ as [Daniel J.] Boorstin would have it, or is it an earnest quest for 

the authentic, the pilgrimage of modern man, as [Dean] MacCannell believes it to be?”171 Here, 

Cohen points to the famed back and forth between cultural critic Daniel Boorstin’s assertion that 

tourism is a conjured, stilted affair like publicity events planned only for the media attention they 

are sure to garner, and tourism studies figurehead Dean MacCannell’s counterpoint that tourists 

do seek out authenticity: “None of the accounts in my collection support Boorstin’s contention 

that tourists want superficial, contrived experiences. Rather, tourists demand authenticity, just as 

Boorstin does.”172 

After accusing Boorstin of “only express[ing] a long-standing touristic attitude, a 

pronounced dislike, bordering on hatred, for other tourists, an attitude that turns man against man 

                                                
170 Urry and Larsen, Gaze, 13. 
171 Erik Cohen, “A Phenomenology of Tourist Experiences,” Sociology 13 (1979): 179.  
172 Dean MacCannell, “Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings,” 
The American Journal of Sociology 79, no. 3 (Nov. 1973): 600. See also Daniel J. Boorstin, The 
Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America (New York: Vintage Books, 1992); Dean 
MacCannell, The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1999). 
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[sic] in a they-are-the-tourists-I-am-not equation,” MacCannell offers an adaptation of Erving 

Goffman’s staging theory idea of the front-back dichotomy to observe the lack of authenticity 

even in “behind the scenes” tourist attractions that purport to show the back regions.173 

Following a description of a restaurant in which patrons must walk through the kitchen to get to 

their tables, MacCannell clarifies, “What is being shown to tourists is not the institutional 

‘backstage,’ as Goffman defined this term. Rather, it is a staged back region, a kind of living 

museum for which we have no analytical terms.”174 Tourist destinations often claim to show 

visitors a “behind-the-scenes” look at their subject; to my knowledge, Sleepy Hollow country 

does not offer this kind of behind-the-scenes attraction, but its tourist sites boast a different kind 

of authenticity: an authentic representation of the past. Historic Hudson Valley’s sites, including 

Sunnyside, could be said to present a false front of sorts in this way. Placemakers at public 

memory sites acknowledge how this expectation of authenticity can become problematic in that, 

as MacCannell asserts, touristic “[s]ettings are often not merely copies or replicas of real-life 

situations, but copies that are presented as disclosing more about the real thing than the real thing 

itself discloses.”175 That is, tourist destinations are rhetorical: they do not simply represent the 

topic of their theming but use storytelling to make value judgments about it. This is a challenge 

placemakers working with public memory sites like museums and memorials continually 

negotiate.  

Though certainly no historic site can offer an experience identical to the “authentic” 

experience had by the people of the past it represents, some historic sites are undoubtedly “more 

authentic” than others. By this I mean some sites offer tourist experiences more faithful to the 

                                                
173 MacCannell, “Staged,” 602. 
174 MacCannell, 596. 
175 MacCannell, 598-599. 



 57 

historical past they represent than a more entertainment-oriented, story-driven site might offer. 

Or, to complicate things further, some experiences of the same historic site are more “authentic” 

than others, if authentic means closest to what people of the time period saw and felt in that 

place. Sunnyside remained in the Irving family until it was acquired by what would become 

HHV and thus has faced little change since Irving’s time as it has not changed hands much. 

Significantly, Sunnyside still houses 80 percent original artifacts owned by the Irving family, 

with the majority of other artifacts period pieces not owned by the family and only around five to 

ten percent reproductions. 

Online reviews of Sunnyside frequently mention this objective authenticity of the 

collection, like an October 2016 TripAdvisor reviewer who notes, “The house and its contents 

are well conserved. Many of the author's possessions and furnishings are on display.” Some align 

this with a sense of Irving’s presence, and all reviewers who mention the collection cite it as 

creating a positive historic site experience. A visit to Sunnyside for a Home of the ‘Legend’ tour 

will offer a more “authentic” phenomenological encounter with the past and Irving family 

history than, for example, a visit to Philipsburg Manor for the Horseman’s Hollow event would 

enable visitors to experience what it was like to be on the plantation in the 1700s, or even than a 

visit to Sunnyside that did not include a tour of the house, like attendance at the Sleepy Hollow 

Experience event. Of course, these are different kinds of tourist experience that appeal to 

different kinds of tourists (or the same tourist at different times during the same trip). It seems 

fair to generalize, though, that tourists who visit historic sites are seeking some authentic-feeling 

sense of the past. 
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1.4.1.1 Existential Authenticity 

After reviewing Boorstin, MacCannell, Cohen, and others’ works on authenticity in 

tourism, Ning Wang concludes that “[a]uthenticity is thus a projection of tourists’ own beliefs, 

expectations, preferences, stereotyped images, and consciousness onto toured objects, 

particularly onto toured Others.”176 Aligning himself most with Cohen, Wang continues:  

[A]uthenticity or inauthenticity is a result of how one sees things and of his/her 
perspectives and interpretations. Thus, the experience of authenticity is pluralistic, 
relative to each tourist type who may have their own way of definition, 
experience, and interpretation of authenticity. In this sense, if mass tourists 
empathically experience the toured objects as authentic, then, their viewpoints are 
real in their own right, no matter whether experts may propose an opposite view 
from an objective perspective.177 
 

Authenticity, then, is a larger issue than that of simply what is real. Wang proposes the concept 

of “existential authenticity,” writing, “In search of tourist experience which is existentially 

authentic, tourists are preoccupied with an existential state of Being activated by certain tourist 

activities.”178 Authenticity, in this conception, is identity-based and focused on how tourists 

interpret themselves when in a place. Wang notes tourists utilize their leisure and travel time to 

find places that make them feel like themselves: “existential authenticity denotes a special state 

of Being in which one is true to oneself, and acts as a counterdose to the loss of ‘true self’ in 

public roles and public spheres in modern Western society.”179 This “existential experience is the 

authenticity of Being which, as a potential, is to be subjectively or intersubjectively sampled by 

tourists as the process of tourism unfolds.”180 Tourists, thus, try on different identities and 

                                                
176 Ning Wang, “Rethinking Authenticity in Tourism Experience,” Annals of Tourism Research 
26, no. 2 (1999): 355. 
177 Wang, “Rethinking,” 355. 
178 Wang, 359. 
179 Wang, 358. 
180 Wang, 359. 



 59 

mindsets through travel. This, of course, can have mixed results, as Jane Desmond notes in her 

2005 book with regard to how tourism spectacularizes and others animal bodies and bodies of 

people living in so-called “exotic” places.181 Theron Nuñez, writing in 1977, describes the 

participation of both tourists and residents in identity play, related to the quest for existential 

authenticity:  

Tourists often alter their demeanor when away from home, and their hosts are 
likely to engage in roles designed to accommodate tourists that they would never 
play before their peers. A taxi driver may become an instant expert on the 
archeological ruins of his [sic] region. Or a tourist might assume the airs of an 
aristocrat in a country where his [sic] money goes twice as far as at home.182 
 

Today, a motivating factor in destination choice may be what kinds of roles one can take on in 

the touristic environment.183  

As Wang’s concept suggests, the touristic quest for difference is not restricted to 

elements contained in the destination like new sights, weather patterns, or foods, nor is it only 

related to the desire to see and judge bodies different from one’s own in ethnicity, species, or 

presentation. Tourists—as it has long been noted by both scholars of tourism and therapists 

recommending against “pulling a geographic”—also travel to illuminate difference in 

                                                
181 Jane Desmond, Staging Tourism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). 
182 Theron Nuñez, “Touristic Studies in Anthropological Perspective,” in Hosts and Guests, ed.  
Valene L. Smith (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), 271. 
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Desmond points to temporary “nativizing” as a desirable aspect of tourism. Desmond describes 
prominent hula demonstrations that offer tourists a role-playing opportunity and a souvenir of 
sorts: “Female tourists flocked to hula studios, hoping to take a hula dance home as a living 
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transposition promised on the sheet music covers and advertisements” (Desmond, Staging, 114). 
In addition to taking in bodily difference sensorially, tourists want to incorporate small degrees 
of favorable, “safe” difference into their personalities. This type of identity exploration quickly 
raises apprehension among scholars about cultural appreciation, cultural appropriation, and the 
frequently indiscernible line that separates them. While this is an important complication of 
tourism to note, such conflicts are not particularly relevant to this project’s central case. 
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themselves. Tourists travel both for a change and to change. Anthropologist Edward Bruner was 

among the pioneers examining what he calls “the transformation of self” in tourism, but, as he 

points out, marketers promoting tourism destinations are the experts on this motivator for 

travel.184  

Lorraine Brown alternatively criticizes Wang’s concept as not going far enough in its 

suggestion “tourism can offer escape from everyday inauthentic life, to which the tourist returns, 

rejuvenated,” which Brown notes “is not the end of the story,” advocating instead that “how 

tourism can catalyse the adoption of an authentic life beyond the trip.”185 Brown’s piece 

“illuminate[s] the unique and central function of tourism in offering not an occasional chance to 

be truly oneself, but a reflective space that is conducive to self-insight and to the examination of 

life priorities, and that could be a stimulus for the choice of a life of good faith” in the Sartrean 

sense.186 Tourism, for Brown, is at its best when tourists approach travel through a combination 

                                                
184 Using the example of tourists from the United States visiting developing areas in East Africa, 
Bruner explains, “That the tourist will become a ‘different person’ who is ‘changed forever’ is 
indeed a strong claim, but it is one that is repeated in tourist brochures not only from Africa but 
throughout the world. In opposition to the developmental capacities of the tourist subject, who 
has the possibility of being utterly transformed, nothing whatsoever happens to the native 
object”: Edward Bruner, “Transformation of Self in Tourism,” Annals of Tourism Research 18, 
no. 2 (1991): 239. This statement highlights the colonialist overtones of searching for personal 
growth in another’s home or amidst another’s culture. The collective and individual identities of 
the Othered residents of that space are restricted by tourists’ identity quests privileged in touristic 
exchange: “Not only are the Africans unchanged [by encounters with tourists], but they are also 
unchangeable, which is a more serious matter. What chokes the Africans and makes them 
immobile is tourist discourse, for in this discourse they have no space, no observing self. They 
become signs of themselves, positioned by a Western discourse not of their making” (Bruner, 
“Transformation,” 240). Identity exploration is the domain of the leisurely and often comes at the 
expense of the laboring.  
185 Lorraine Brown, “Tourism: A Catalyst for Existential Authenticity,” Annals of Tourism 
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of what Erik Cohen names the experiential and existential modes and reflect meaningfully on the 

experience after arriving home.187  

While today many tourism scholars gravitate toward Wang’s concept of existential 

authenticity as the most relevant sense of the authentic in tourism, the struggle to pin down the 

concept and wider discussion with a standard definition of “authenticity” still plagues the 

field.188 As John P. Taylor writes in his piece “Authenticity and Sincerity in Tourism,” “there are 

at least as many definitions of authenticity as there are those who write about it [….] 

Authenticity has become the philosopher’s stone for an industry that generally seeks to procure 

other peoples’ ‘realities.’”189 Bruner challenges the centrality of authenticity debates to the field 

of tourism studies. He asserts that MacCannell’s premise that “alienated Western persons, unable 

to find satisfaction and authenticity in their own society look for it elsewhere, in places thought 

to be more original and authentic” is not universally true, and that Bruner’s own data “suggests 

the contrary, that most tourists are quite satisfied with their own society, most are not alienated, 

and they are not necessarily seeking an authentic experience elsewhere.”190  

While Bruner allows that tourists are upset when presented with something that is 

blatantly false and will decry it as “too touristy,” most often, they are comfortable with 

reproductions presented to them inside what Boorstin named the “tourist bubble”: “[T]ourists are 

not dupes, and they realize that the native performances on their tour itinerary are constructions 

                                                
187 Cohen, “Phenomenology.” See section 1.4.3.1 on religious and non-religious pilgrims for a 
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for a foreign audience. Tourists are willing to accept a reproduction, as long as it is a good one, 

or as one tourist brochure put it, as long as it is an ‘authentic reproduction.’”191 The primary 

motivation for tourism, this assertion suggests, is diversion, and though authenticity is valued, 

most tourists will allow themselves some suspension of disbelief in order to stay in safe, known 

areas of the visited setting and to be entertained. As such, Bruner concludes, “Authenticity is a 

concept more in the mind of the Western social theorist than in the mind of most tourists or 

natives.”192 

1.4.1.2 Tourism Imaginaries 

Related to authenticity is the concept of tourism imaginaries: the preconceptions and 

expectations tourists bring to a visited site, often largely based on media representations. For 

example, the imaginary of enchantment established in Irving’s “Legend” is courted today across 

Sleepy Hollow area attractions.193 Tourist destinations grounded in a piece of art often contend 

with tourism imaginaries originating from the content and themes of that media. Noel Salazar 

and Nelson Graburn define tourism imaginaries as “socially transmitted representational 

assemblages that interact with people’s personal imaginings and that are used as meaning-

making and world-shaping devices.”194 Tied up in the idea of the tourism imaginary is more than 

the expectations tourists bring to their travels: the varying imaginaries brought to the experience 

by tourists, employees, locals (the “toured”) affect every relation between the individuals and the 

living and nonliving elements of the tourist site.  
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An interesting imaginary at work in Sleepy Hollow, particularly at the sites run by 

Historic Hudson Valley, is allochronism, conflating distance and time so that to travel 

somewhere can be to travel to another time. Federica Ferraris writes that allochronism “entangles 

a denial of coevalness (i.e., the destination lives in a time different from the one of the tourist.”195 

Sunnyside in particular indulges this imaginary by costuming its tour guides in period dress, 

emphasizing the authenticity of the collection (eighty percent of what is in the house at 

Sunnyside was owned by the Irving family), and separating tourist areas from touring areas (the 

gift shop and children’s activity spaces are built where Irving’s stables would have been, a fair 

distance from the house itself).  

Another imaginary clearly significant in Sleepy Hollow is that of U.S. American identity 

and identification with history felt by tourists through their embodied presence at historical sites, 

a year-round allure of the area.196 And, of course, Halloween provides its own tourism 

imaginary. J. W. Ocker described the month he spent in Salem, M.A., researching a book on its 

tourism and branding efforts, in a chapter on the main pedestrian tourist area: “In my experience, 

walking this street multiple times every day for thirty-one days, Halloween can seem less like a 

holiday here, less like a season, less like a theme. On the Essex Street Pedestrian Mall in 

October, Halloween feels like a place.”197 Halloween thus acts as an imaginary itself. Tourism 

imaginaries can be major sources of contention, as visitors arrive expecting a particular 

experience based on their experience with media connected to that attraction—whether the 

source text for a literary tourism destination or social media posts tagged at a site’s location—
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while residents live and work in these themed places year-round and have much different 

imaginaries and realities around the same space. 

Sunnyside is in particular a literary tourism destination and thus faces various challenges 

of authenticity related to its representation of Irving, his works, and his time.198 In his piece on 

literary and heritage tourism, David Herbert acknowledges: 

Questions commonly asked of literary places, and of heritage places in general, 
include whether they are genuine and whether they faithfully represent reality. 
From the discussion on social construction, the answer is at best ambiguous. 
Literary places may start from some unequivocal fact, such as the place where 
Thomas Hardy was born, but thereafter presentation and interpretation may deal 
as much with myths as with realities. Authenticity becomes a subjective 
experience, a combination of the developers’ intentions, the consumers’ 
interpretation, and the interactions among them.199  
 

Authenticity, like affect, is co-constructed and often personal. To return to my example of 

Halloween as a significant tourism imaginary for Sleepy Hollow, consider if Sunnyside were to 

entirely omit pumpkins and other Halloween imagery from the property during Halloween 

season events. This would be an effort toward authenticity on the part of HHV placemakers, as 

the “Legend” has little to do with the holiday and almost no textual connection to its imagery 

today, nor was Irving likely enough of a Halloween enthusiast to decorate his homestead to the 

extent HHV staff does. However, tourists would likely interpret the site as inauthentic in 

breaking from the themes they expect as part of the area’s tourism imaginaries—and as boring in 

its lack of entertainment value. Paul Greenhalgh writes in his piece for Peter Vergo’s collection 

on contemporary trends in museum work that the dichotomy of education and entertainment has 

been of concern to professionals working in public memory since the early 1900s, when it 
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became clear “[f]ew would visit an exhibition unless entertainment was offered, and yet 

education had to be a prominent element if the event were to receive official patronage and 

achieve the necessary cultural standing.”200 Thus, tourists, even those purposely seeking an 

authentic experience, are content to accept an “‘authentic reproduction,’” as Bruner put it, so 

long as it “as long as it is a good one” or an entertaining one.201 

1.4.2 Literary and Fan Tourism 

I have referred to Sleepy Hollow country and especially Sunnyside as targets of literary 

tourism: I now turn to the wealth of work on this subject from cultural anthropologists and 

interdisciplinary tourism scholars. Literary tourism is a form of tourism that draws its appeal 

from an area’s intangible cultural heritage.202 Shelagh J. Squire’s 1994 piece on literary tourism 

to the Lake District in England to visit the home of Beatrix Potter is a foundational text in this 

area.203 Squire defines literary tourism destinations as “places celebrated for associations with 

books or authors. Shakespeare’s Stratford, the Brontë’s Yorkshire, Hardy’s Dorset, and more 

recently Catherine Cookson’s country are all examples of places and/or regions profiting from 

particular literary associations.”204 Literary tourism remains a popular form of cultural tourism, 

especially in the United Kingdom.205 In Sleepy Hollow, Sunnyside (Chapters 6 and 7) represents 
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both main types of literary tourism: to a setting of a work, and to an author’s home. Likewise, 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery (Chapter 8) can be understood as a site for literary tourism, as Irving 

was interned there and its grounds are adjacent to the Old Dutch Church and churchyard where 

the Horseman rides and is said to be buried. 

Literary tourism to Sleepy Hollow has parallels in well-covered Dracula-related tourism 

to Romania.206 Maria Banyai writes that “about 250,000 tourists annually” “travel to 

Transylvania in hopes to discover the real landscapes described by Stoker and the surroundings 

where the themes of more than 1000 vampirism novels take place.”207 Researchers of Dracula 

tourism lament that “Romanian tourism authorities do not develop Dracula tourism in a coherent 

manner, as a distinct form of tourism. In addition, they do not manage to valorize Dracula myth 

in either national strategic planning framework or in its international tourism promotional 

campaigns.”208 At literary tourism destinations, especially those that do not capitalize explicitly 

on their cultural and media heritage, Banyai posits, “It is the perceptions of tourists that create 

the surreal land that they experience along with the objective elements of the destination such as 

the houses, natural environment and other artifacts.”209 That is, emplacement in storied space, 

even in the absence of themed tourist destinations, is meaningful to visitors operating with 

media-informed tourism imaginaries. In Sleepy Hollow, we see this with the Headless Horseman 

bridge, to some extent: though Sleepy Hollow Cemetery features a bridge that makes for an 
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authentic enough experience (or, more realistically, photograph), and a historical marker pointing 

to the spot the bridge would have existed, the bridge is more of an idea circulating around Sleepy 

Hollow and through the minds of interested visitors and residents.  

The Headless Horseman is a compelling figure of literary tourism to place in contrast to 

Dracula, as references to the latter myth was “avoided as much as possible” by the Romanian 

government until recently while the Horseman is largely promoted in Sleepy Hollow. Romanian 

resistance toward this branding was at its height when the country was Communist-run between 

1945 and 1989; as Stijn Reijnders notes, “The stereotype of a superstitious and primitive 

hinterland was hard to reconcile with the image of a progressive utopian state that the 

Communist Party wished to present to the world.”210 The Dracula myth is also connected to the 

less-than-desirable history of Vlad the Impaler. Tourism scholars Adina Nicoleta Candrea, Ana 

Ispas, Elena Nicoleta Untaru, and Florin Nechita recommend: 

Romanian national tourism authorities should facilitate the creation of themed 
cultural and heritage routes which may include not only the well-known Bran 
Castle, but also other tourist attractions which are historically connected to Vlad 
the Impaler (e.g. Poenari fortress, the princely court in Tirgoviste, Hunyadi 
Castle). This is likely to be sustainable in the longer term. Furthermore, a more 
responsible approach to combine places connected to Dracula in these themed 
cultural and heritage routes would be to inform tourists about the historic facts 
regarding Vlad the Impaler’s real life and at the same time capitalize on the 
imaginary settings described in Bram Stoker’s novel. This way, these routes 
might become interesting for several types of tourists: those interested in literature 
and the Dracula novel, as well as those interested in the Dracula and vampire 
movies.211  
 

These suggestions appeal to cultural and heritage tourism along the same lines Sleepy Hollow’s 

placemakers do with sites and events during the Halloween season. As Greenhalgh writes,  

the museum can no longer exist simply as a receptacle guarding our heritage, or 
as a haven for scholars. It is also compelled to be a place of enhanced interest to 
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the general public, which is increasingly seen as a main source of funding for the 
scholarly and conservation activity the museum takes part in, by contributing at 
the door and providing a target for commercial sponsors.212  
 

Sunnyside offers entertainment—performances, kids’ activity and photo booth areas, a gift shop 

and refreshment stand—at the same time it presents an experience of history during tours of the 

well-maintained house with professional docents. Sunnyside is thus attractive to visitors seeking 

an experience of cultural and literary tourism, as well as to families rounding out their days in 

Sleepy Hollow country, where most events take place after dark. 

1.4.2.1 Film Tourism 

Anne Hoppen, Lorraine Brown, and Alan Fyall include a helpful graphic breaking down 

the divisions of cultural and heritage tourism in their article on marketing such destinations.213 

Hoppen, Brown, and Fyall define heritage tourism as “sense of place rooted in the local 

landscape, architecture, people, artefacts, traditions and stories,” and cultural tourism as “visitors 

identifying with, discovering, and creating signifiers of cultural values with those people who 

have become part of the cultural mythologies of places.”214 Inside this category, the researchers 

give the overarching label of “creative tourism” to sites “embracing creative arts [like] design, 

architecture, music, film, media, […] and literature,” then name two types of “media-related 

tourism”: literary and film tourism.215  

Film tourism is relevant to Sleepy Hollow as well, as the story has been reproduced in 

film notably by Tim Burton in 1999 and on television more recently in an ABC Family show 

than ran 2013 to 2017. With the popularity in the U.S. of television especially, film tourism is a 
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growing area. Sue Beeton argues “film itself plays an active role in social construction and 

consequently becomes a strong tool for marketing a destination.”216 Beeton summarizes, 

“Numerous researchers and commentators postulate that people visit film sites to view the 

scenery, enjoy an activity, relive an experience encountered in the film, or to obtain an element 

of celebrity status through association.”217 These are similar goals to tourists undertaking literary 

tourism excursions, though, often literary tourism destinations have more of a historical 

component than film tourism sites.  

This is most likely due to literary tourism sites most often relating to long-dead authors 

whose lives are now history, while film tourism tends to be more contemporary: consider Robert 

Moses Peaslee’s piece on Lord of the Rings-related tourism to New Zealand or Rodanthi Tzanelli 

and Majid Yar’s work on Breaking Bad tourism to Albuquerque, N.M.218 Further, in addition to 

a general shift in U.S. entertainment to emphasize film and television over books, popular books 

are often translated into theme park tourism, as in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series and 

Universal Orlando’s Wizarding World of Harry Potter area.  

A recent work with success in adaptation for literary tourism is Stephenie Meyer’s 

Twilight series, which Mia Larson, Christine Lundberg, and Maria Lexhagen address in their 

piece on tourism to related areas, which is notable as divorced from the later film versions of the 

books: “The story is primarily played out in four different settings—Forks, La Push and Port 

Angeles in Washington, USA, and Volterra, Italy. All of these destinations now have 
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considerable tourist flows due to the phenomenon; this is despite the fact that none of the movies 

were filmed here.”219 Film tourism and other media-induced tourism also differs from its 

literature-inspired counterpart because tourists operating in these modes have already been 

exposed visually to the area they choose to visit. In literary tourism, tourists compare the visited 

site to the version of the setting they imagined while reading; tourists visiting sites they have 

seen in films or other visual media have a vivid photographic image of the places they visit 

before traveling to them. Familiarity with a place through media, whether filmic or literary, 

colors the tourism experience uncanny as the settings tourists in these modes seek out are 

familiar from media but made strange when experienced bodily through travel. 

1.4.2.2 Authenticity in Literary Tourism 

Issues of authenticity still dominate much discussion of literary and other media-induced 

forms of tourism, but now with the added factor of authenticity to the film, book, or other media 

work that prompted tourists to seek out embodied experiences with its setting.220 Again, 

authenticity is a murky concept: Anne Buchmann, Kevin Moore, and David Fisher note that 

among tourists inspired by Lord of the Rings to visit New Zealand, “despite knowing that 

Tolkien had developed Middle-earth in Europe, many participants emotionally perceived the 

New Zealand setting as authentic and worth visiting.”221 The authors conclude that, despite the 

challenges of determining “how ‘authentic’ a film tourism experience can be to the extent that it 
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involves fictional places,” the tourism imaginary at work in their case study is that of “the ‘exotic 

other’ that is being longed for by tourists looking for meaningful and authentic experiences.”222  

Buchmann, Moore, and Fisher find most tourists report their experiences of New Zealand 

as authentic based on the similar depictions of the area presented by New Zealand placemakers 

and Tolkien in his books: “Most tourists clearly project extraordinary and fantastic elements onto 

New Zealand and most seem willing, even eager, to immerse themselves in this mythical 

world.”223 During a visit to New Zealand, “blending of the myths of the ‘green and unique’ New 

Zealand and the adventurous but also nostalgic image of Middle-earth takes place seemingly 

effortlessly for tourists,” much as tourists to Sleepy Hollow blend the tourism imaginary of 

enchantment originating in Irving’s “Legend” with the real history of the Hudson Valley in the 

author’s time.224 

Rather than addressing fantasies of place, Clare Fawcett and Patricia Cormack note that 

some placemakers managing literary tourism destinations “display an earnest interest in 

preserving a way of life that they consider threatened or virtually lost. This is a version of 

authenticity concerned with the uncorrupted or essential, and has been linked historically in the 

West with the loss of the relatively static and predictable pre-modern social order.”225 Such 

placemakers are more protective, and Fawcett and Cormack’s study of Anne of Green Gables 

tourism “demonstrates that not all site guardians define the authentic as the real or 

unreproducible. Rather, they construct authenticity by framing what they believe is true about 

[Lucy Maud] Montgomery, her literary products, Prince Edward Island, and themselves by 
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actively excluding or suppressing ideas that threaten these truths.”226 Authenticity for historically 

inclined placemakers is not a matter of addressing tourism imaginaries so much as a fidelity to 

the source material and its history. At Sunnyside, placemakers blend these two approaches to 

authenticity by including touristic features like photo opportunities with a tour offering a more 

classical historic site experience. 

Literary tourism is a prime type for tourists seeking existential authenticity. Robertson 

and Radford write, “Literary pilgrimage to the home of the beloved author [….] is both psychical 

and physical, this inter-subjective, inter-textual, intra-psychic space, a blur of inside turned 

outside and back again, where thinking may hold and be held momentarily by the 

thoughts/relics/traces of another.”227 As Irving experienced at Abbotsford and elsewhere, 

emplacement connects the present and the past, and present and past inhabitants of that space.  

1.4.3 Pilgrimage 

Pilgrimages have been discussed in tourism literature since the field’s beginnings. 

Referencing Victor Turner’s anthropological work on the journey, Benedict Anderson calls 

pilgrimage “the modal journey.”228 Though “pilgrimage” is a religious term, touristic 

pilgrimages are more often secular, though rarely nonspiritual. Anderson notes, “Though the 

religious pilgrimages are probably the most touching and grandiose journeys of the imagination, 

they had, and have, more modest and limited secular counterparts.”229 I disagree that these 

counterparts are modest and limited because they lack ties to organized religion. Since 

Anderson’s foundational text on imagined communities was first published in 1983, spirituality 

                                                
226 Fawcett and Cormack, 700. 
227 Robertson and Radford, “Grandeur,” 204. 
228 Anderson, Imagined, 53. 
229 Anderson, Imagined, 54-55. 



 73 

has become the cultural norm over religion, at least in the United States; according to a 2017 

Pew Research Center survey, over a quarter of adults in the United States reported that they 

consider themselves spiritual but not religious, while 48 percent report being both spiritual and 

religious.230 Perhaps in connection to this trend, people now make pilgrimages to an enormous 

variety of places, including the sites of literary tourism. 

Literary and other media-induced tourism enables fans affected by particular reading or 

viewing experiences to visit the real-world equivalent of personally meaningful works’ settings. 

In this way, a literary tourism excursion is similar to a pilgrimage. Herbert notes that “literary 

pilgrims” have long been theorized as “well educated tourists, versed in the classics and with the 

cultural capital to appreciate and understand this form of heritage.”231 Today, with the ubiquity 

of cultural and heritage tourism destinations, Herbert observes:  

Literary places are no longer accidents of history, sites of a writer’s birth or death; 
they are also social constructions, created, amplified, and promoted to attract 
visitors. There are still literary pilgrims but those who visit such places out of 
curiosity and general interest rather than a single-minded sense of dedication 
outnumber them. That these latter types may gain pleasure, enjoyment, and 
perhaps enrichment is not contested, but the experience will be different in kind 
from that of the literary pilgrim.232  
 

Both groups of tourists can fit into Wang’s model of existential authenticity, as the literary 

pilgrims seek out a setting of a work or the home of an author with which or whom they already 

connect, and the latter, more casual tourists can connect with a place regardless of how familiar 

they are with its history when they arrive (or even by the time they leave).  
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1.4.3.1 Religious and Non-Religious Pilgrims 

In his fundamental piece denoting modes of tourism, Cohen points to the identity play of 

tourists Wang connects to existential authenticity as a frequent motivation for travel. Cohen 

names five modes of touristic experience: recreational, diversionary, experiential, experimental, 

and existential.233 All these tourist groups share the agreed-upon human motivations for travel of 

escapism and curiosity about difference; moreover, Cohen suggests they share a sense of lack in 

their everyday lives: “Travelling for pleasure (as opposed to necessity) beyond the boundaries of 

one’s life-space assumes that there is some experience available ‘out there,’ which cannot be 

found within the life-space, and which makes travel worthwhile.”234 The fifth mode most directly 

relates to Wang’s existential authenticity, involving tourists who, Cohen posits, use tourism as a 

“quest for the centre,” meaning “[t]he individual’s ‘spiritual’ centre, whether religious or 

cultural, i.e. the centre which for the individual symbolizes ultimate meanings.”235 While I argue 

these spiritual centres are in no way lesser because of their disconnection from organized 

religion, Cohen sees even tourists operating in the existential mode—those “fully committed to 

an ‘elective’ spiritual centre, i.e. one external to the mainstream of [their] native society and 

culture”—as still tourists, measured against which religious pilgrims are somehow intangibly 

more respectable.236  

A theme in early tourism studies literature—and one of which most scholars quickly 

grew aware and critical—is the idea that tourist is a pejorative identity. Cohen’s following 

observation about traditional religious pilgrims and modern travelers carries this implication:  
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While the traditional pilgrim is newly born or ‘re-created’ at the centre, the tourist 
is merely ‘recreated.’ In the recreational tourist trip, the intent and meaning of the 
religious voyage is secularized: it loses its deeper, spiritual content. Though the 
tourist may find his experiences on the trip ‘interesting,’ they are not personally 
significant. He does not have a deep commitment to travel as a means of self-
realization or self-expansion.237 
 

Though Cohen categorizes the recreational mode as “the most ‘superficial’ one motivated by the 

desire for mere ‘pleasure,’” and it is the tourist operating in this mode that he criticizes here, his 

discussion of pilgrimages here is part of a larger trend that romanticizes “authentic” pilgrims of 

the past and points to a persistent cultural idea of “Holy Land” and secular space.238 The history 

of pilgrimages complicates the idea’s use in tourism studies especially in that it is most often 

Jerusalem, an important Judeo-Christian place, that is considered holy, while non-Christian and 

non-White spiritual places are not afforded nearly the same respect, neither by scholars nor the 

wider U.S. American culture. 

The concept of non-religious pilgrims aligns with Wang’s existential authenticity. Wang 

suggests: 

under the condition of modernity, the authentic self emerges as an ideal that acts 
to resist or invert the dominant rational order of the mainstream institutions in 
modernity. To resist the inauthenticity stemming from the mainstream order, the 
authentic self is often thought to be more easily realized or fulfilled in the space 
outside the dominant institutions, a space with its cultural and symbolic 
boundaries which demarcate the profane from the sacred, responsibilities from 
freedom, work from leisure, and the inauthentic public role from the authentic 
self. As a result, nature, for example, is seen as typical of such a space. Tourism, 
and nature tourism in particular, is thus an effective way used in search of 
authentic self.239  
 

When people travel, they disrupt their everyday schedules, sometimes substituting an alternative 

schedule in the form of travel itinerary or otherwise making a more explorative and meandering 
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journey to and through a new place. Released from their patterns and responsibilities, Wang 

suggests here, tourists are more reflective and open while traveling. This self-discovery inherent 

in Wang’s existential authenticity is often linked to the spiritual.  

1.4.3.2 Literary Tourism Sites as Pilgrimage Destinations 

Literary tourism sites are particular targets for pilgrimage today. Indeed, Urry and Larsen 

suggest most modern tourism is aligned with pilgrimage: “The tourist is a kind of contemporary 

pilgrim, seeking authenticity in other ‘times’ and other ‘places’ away from that person’s 

everyday life.”240 However, I see literary and media-related tourism as particularly well 

positioned to offer experiences of existential authenticity to the engaged visitors who seek out 

such sites. Unlike Wang’s example of nature tourism, tourism to literary and other media-related 

sites offer the same opportunity classical religious pilgrimage has to interact with other with 

same “belief system”—other fans of the work or author.241 Nick Couldry indicates 

“‘pilgrimages’ work as potential gathering-points where the highly abstract nature of 

contemporary social connection can be redeemed through an encounter with specific places 

where the ‘disembedded’ nature of late modern communities is ‘reembedded.’”242 Specifically, 

he continues, “[m]edia pilgrimages are journeys to points with significance in media narratives, 

through which the abstractness of the media production system is reembedded in an encounter, 

for example, with a site of filming or a celebrity.”243  
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Couldry acknowledges the conflict in applying a religiously loaded word to what is often 

a much less serious form of tourism, referencing a piece he wrote about his experiences touring 

the locations of the television show The Sopranos as a side trip during an academic conference:  

[C]an I seriously compare that experience of mine to the intensely emotional, 
long-prepared, historically well-documented experience of pilgrims to Mecca or 
Lourdes?  

The answer of course is no, if our criterion of ‘pilgrimage’ is the intensity 
of the emotions undergone within, and/or the subsequent narrative resonance of, a 
journey. I did show some excitement on the Sopranos tour—as my partner who 
accompanied me will testify—particularly when (to the programme’s opening 
music) our coach emerged at the place where a well-known moment in its 
opening credits was filmed (in fact, we were told, that ‘place’ is an illusion based 
on camera editing). And I do sometimes recall moments from our visit. But I 
cannot and would not pretend that my few hours as a tourist in New Jersey, 
although anticipated for a year or more, constituted a complex, life-transforming 
experience to rival many religious pilgrimages!244  

 
Couldry clarifies his purpose is to “identify formal similarities between practices of hugely 

varying intensity. This is not to say that the immediate emotions and long-term narrative 

resonances of some pilgrimages are trivial or of no theoretical interest […] but it is to say that we 

lose an important insight if we make emotional intensity our criterion of pilgrimage.”245 

Following Couldry, then, I understand literary tourism and media-induced tourism as a sort of 

contemporary pilgrimage. 

Further, I see literary tourism as particularly uncanny in that the site has already been 

experienced, but only imaginatively, not perceptually. And, with a work like Irving’s “Legend,” 

which is dense with sensory details that make for a richly embodied reading experience, visiting 

the places of the story can be both affirming and unnerving. Robertson and Radford describe: 

“The literary pilgrim is a truly fevered reader who seeks in a place of lost things the full promise 
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of a once-felt reading.”246 Reading a story in the place that inspired it can certainly enhance the 

embodied experience of the narrative, as is suggested in this exchange that appears in Ocker’s 

book on Salem, home of Hawthorne: 

‘Can you imagine if the guy had written full-on horror stories?’ I said. ‘You guys 
would be set. It would be perfect for Salem.’ 

‘“Young Goodman Brown” is pretty terrifying,’ said [an employee of a 
Hawthorne site]. ‘I was reading that the other day sitting in his birth home all 
alone, and it got me.’ 

   The benefits of working at an historical literary site.247 
 
Considering existential authenticity, the acts of reading, reciting, or remembering parts of a story 

at a site connected to or representative of it fits, as Brown summarizes Wang’s idea, its definition 

as “an activity-related state, in which one is true to oneself.”248 Ocker makes another relevant 

statement early in his book, recounting “a solo road trip of the northeast, hitting spots like Sleepy 

Hollow, New York, and Providence, Rhode Island. Anywhere that it felt right to be during the 

autumn season.”249 Sleepy Hollow is a place it “fe[els] right” to be, and is thus existential 

authentic, for not only Irving enthusiasts and fans of the various versions of the “Legend,” but, 

because of the ingrained Halloween imaginary, for goths and others in scenes that value the 

Halloween aesthetic and holiday. A pilgrimage to Sleepy Hollow, then, may be literary and 

existential to varying degrees. 

1.5 The Uncanny 

 Finally, I introduce here my approach to the aesthetic concept of the uncanny as it applies 

to Sleepy Hollow as an exemplary site for what I am calling “uncanny tourism.” The concept of 

the uncanny has its roots firstly in aesthetics as a side concept to the Romantic trilogy of the 
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sublime, beautiful, and picturesque often used to discuss painting. In aesthetics, the uncanny is 

often described as an ideal, like the sublime, beautiful, or picturesque, while content-focused 

analyses have looked at the uncanny as a theme at work in art that features specific uncanny 

phenomena like return from the dead. My understanding of the uncanny as an affect instead 

emphasizes its relationship to the body and its cumulative quality. I consider the uncanny an 

affect co-created by numerous elements of a scene, including the material objects and structures 

of a tourist site, the people and other vital influences—in Bennett’s sense, meaning both human 

and nonhuman actors—visiting and working there, the place’s history, and countless other 

elements. In Sleepy Hollow, repetition of uncanny elements through theming combine with 

ambient associations with Irving’s story to build on each other to create this affect. Uncanny 

affect is reinforced through accumulation and has a strong impact on bodies as an intensity. The 

uncanny can provoke emotions like anxiety but is not itself an emotion.250 

Before being taken up by Sigmund Freud in his 1919 essay that brought the uncanny into 

psychanalysis, the uncanny was primarily considered an aspect of the sublime, with the term 

often called up in descriptions of haunted houses.251 In his foundational work on the architectural 

uncanny, Anthony Vidler locates the origins of the concept as an “outgrowth” from the sublime 

dealing with the home: “a domesticated version of absolute terror.”252 Freud’s essay solidified 

the uncanny as worthy of wide interest, and his definition of the uncanny as “that class of the 

terrifying which leads back to something long known to us, once very familiar” distinguished the 
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term from earlier vague uses to describe anything frightening.253 In the first book-length work on 

the uncanny, which author Nicholas Royle labels in its introduction “little more than a reading of 

Freud’s short text,” chapters on various unheimlich phenomena highlight common uncanny 

themes like déjà vu, doubles, phantoms, and cannibalism.254 Also central to the uncanny is 

Freud’s conceptual predecessor Ernst Jentsch’s assertion that intellectual uncertainty is what 

creates a sense of the uncanny; as Freud recounts, “the uncanny would always be that in which 

one does not know where one is,” both geographically, in familiar spaces made strange, and 

metaphorically, as with the supernatural.255 Freud argues Jentsch’s treatment of the uncanny was 

incomplete, but this basic idea, that the uncanny is something we cannot find our way around 

within, is a helpful starting point.  

I employ the term in alignment with uses by Freud, Vidler and Royle in their important 

works and those of scholars who applied those foundational studies of the uncanny to their own 

discussions of various art works.256 Outside this theoretical literature, the uncanny is perhaps 
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most commonly understood through the related idea of the “uncanny valley,” the point at which 

artificial intelligence behaves so similarly to how a human would that interacting with the AI 

causes uneasiness for the human in the exchange. The AI is performing so familiarly that the 

interaction is strange for the human who knows she is communicating with a computer rather 

than another person.  

Presence and absence are also significant concepts related to the uncanny. Presence is 

taken as both physical or represented presence, and absence similarly refers to lack of 

representation or mention. It is uncanny when what should be present is notably absent, or when 

what should be absent—most readily, ghosts of the dead—is present. In Chris Vanderwees’s 

2017 piece on Joel Meyerowitz’s photographic archive of the immediate aftermath of 9/11, 

Vanderwees points to the absence both of images of bodies and of the vaporized or buried bodies 

themselves at Ground Zero as uncanny.257 Meyerowitz’s photographs—and, though Vanderwees 

does not mention it, also the CNN film by Gédéon and Jules Naudet—do not show a single dead 

body, making them pointedly absent; instead, Meyerowitz records the corpses’ symbolic 

presence: “Meyerowitz’s photographs of the ceremonial removal of the last column, which was 

meant to resemble a military funeral service, also records the symbolic work of substituting parts 
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of the building for the bodies of the dead. Ultimately, Meyerowitz captures a site that both 

signifies and embodies death as uncannily present in its absence.”258  

Denis Flannery examines the uncanny dichotomy of presence and absence with a lighter 

subject in his discussion of David Bowie’s play with absence throughout his career, arguing, 

“For Bowie the power of what was not (yet) there extended beyond ‘mere’ absence: what was 

not there often had as much force as what was heard or seen.”259 Flannery cites Bowie’s 

performative killing of persona Ziggy Stardust and the film Velvet Goldmine (1998), which is 

largely biographical but features neither Bowie nor his music, among other examples 

representing the impact the figure produced “[b]y simply not being there, [and] making his 

presence an affective expression of his imminent disappearance, or his audience’s or of figures 

who stood in for him and for those who engaged with his work.”260 Both Vanderwees and 

Flannery point to the uncanny nature of presence after death and touch on the argument at the 

core of Roland Barthes’s 1980 Camera Lucida that this presence haunts photography.261  

Concepts of presence and absence are also implicated the frequent uncanny theme of 

dismemberment. Dylan Trigg attends to dismemberment as uncanny in his phenomenological 

text on memory and place in connection with Merleau-Ponty’s treatment of phantom limbs: 

“Absent, yet still constitutive of a dynamic life-world. In this way, what the phantom limb 

thematizes on a local scale is the mingling of the living and the dead, with absent phenomena 

overlapping into the body and forming the flesh of the present.”262 Dismemberment, and 
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headlessness especially, frightens by revealing the boundaries of human life and death or 

inhuman life.  

An uncanny affect is likely to transmit feelings of ghostly presence, discomfort 

associated with the unfamiliar, or anxiety, much as a sublime affect can inspire awe or a sense of 

smallness. Interrogating the rhetorical importance of these sensations and their value to Sleepy 

Hollow area placemakers is the central aim of this project. Moreover, the uncanny as Freud 

describes it—the familiar made strange —is ideal for this project’s discussion of literary and 

media-induced tourism, where places familiar to visitors through media are made strange when 

fans of media physically visit those real-world locations. Not only is the uncanny represented in 

the short story that prompts such tourism to my chosen sites, but these sites also stage the 

uncanny at tourist attractions. Literary tourism is a mode of recreational travel primed for 

uncanny experience, as what is familiar from reading experiences of the connected texts is made 

unfamiliar when readers and viewers then have embodied experiences of the “reality” of those 

texts’ settings through tourism. This strangeness is doubled when tourist sites work with uncanny 

texts to stage those texts’ materials “authentically.”  

1.6 Conclusion 

This chapter’s overview of rhetorical studies, affect theory, and tourism studies literature 

provides relevant background for the following chapters’ application of these frameworks to my 

case of Sleepy Hollow’s tourism industry. As I discuss in the next chapter, where I detail my 

methodology, interdisciplinarity is central to this project. All three major fields involve a range 

of terms and ideas from across the humanities and social sciences. I conceptualize this project as 

primarily situated within rhetorical studies: I combine a range of disciplinary approaches while 

maintaining a focus on persuasion. I draw from tourism studies literature because of the context 
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of my central case, while affect theory and rhetorical work form the backbone of this project’s 

theoretical approach. Following Roland Barthes, Moran argues “interdisciplinarity is always 

transformative in some way, producing new forms of knowledge in its engagement with discrete 

disciplines.”263 I believe scholars examining place rhetorics expand the field of rhetorical studies 

as well as the disciplines connected to their specific case: in this project, I have aimed to 

“produce new forms of knowledge” at various intersections of literary and cultural history, 

contemporary tourism, embodiment and affect theories, and ambient means of persuasion. 

 

  

                                                
263 Moran, 16. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the project’s methodology. I utilize rhetorical 

analysis enhanced through ethnographic field methods to examine tourism to Sleepy Hollow, 

NY, and the text that themes the area’s tourism industry, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” an 

1819 short story by local author Washington Irving. First, I specify the methods of rhetorical 

criticism and fieldwork practices I employ throughout the project. Then, I introduce sensory 

ethnography as a guiding concept for this project’s focus on affect and embodiment and discuss 

rhetorical practices as an analytical framework, focusing on walking as a particularly important 

practice in Sleepy Hollow tourism.  

2.2 Overview of Study Methods 

 For this interdisciplinary rhetorical studies project, I combine text-focused methods of 

rhetorical criticism with ethnographic fieldwork to offer analyses of both the material realities of 

tourism to Sleepy Hollow, NY, and the influential piece of literature that themes the area’s 

tourism industry. Because Irving’s short story “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” is an important 

source text for area tourism, I devote Chapter 3 to a close reading informed by traditional 

rhetorical methods of analysis. I primarily utilize narrative criticism, a form of rhetorical analysis 

that interrogates how the narrative presented in the object of study—Irving’s story—guides 

readers’ interpretation and evaluation of the arguments it presents.264 Such analyses include 

examinations of the narrative’s substance, form, and ethical perspectives. I extend my discussion 

of the ethical perspectives presented in Irving’s “Legend” into Chapter 4, in which I discuss the 

                                                
264 Sonja Foss, Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration & Practice (Prospect Heights: Waveland Press, 
1989). 
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story as an artifact of constitutive rhetoric for tourism to the Sleepy Hollow area. In these 

chapters, I also utilize project co-chair Ellen Esrock’s work on embodied reading and viewing, 

which provides theoretical backing for this approach by directing my attention toward the 

sensory in Irving’s text.265  

While my most direct use of narrative criticism is Chapter 3’s close reading of Irving’s 

story, the understanding that storytelling is a powerful rhetorical tool guides much of this project. 

As Walter Fisher argues, “‘narration,’ [as] a theory of symbolic actions—words and/or deeds—

that have sequence and meaning for those who live, create, or interpret them [….] has relevance 

to real as well as fictive worlds, to stories of living and to stories of the imagination.”266 Chapter 

5 illustrates how ephemera like maps act as narrators for events, and Chapter 6 examines the 

intersections of embodied experience and docents’ storytelling during tours of the Sunnyside 

cottage. 

 Chapters 5 through 8 present observations and discussions based on participatory 

fieldwork conducted at major sites in the Sleepy Hollow area between October 2017 and October 

2019. This multi-sited ethnographic fieldwork included participant observation during multiple 

years of Sunnyside “Home of the ‘Legend’” event days, visits to Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, and 

events like the April 2019 bicentennial press conference and May 2019 Sleepy Hollow Lit 

                                                
265 Ellen Esrock, “The Phantasmagoria of Everyday Life: The Visceral-Somatic Viewer of 
Hiroshi Sugimoto and Adolph Menze,” in Embodied Fantasies: From Awe to Artifice, ed. 
Suzanne Anker and Sabine Flach, (Bern: Peter Lang, 2013), 257-266; Ellen Esrock, “Einfühlung 
as the Breath of Art: Six Modes of Embodiment,” Cognitive Processes 19, no. 2 (Sept. 2017): 1-
13; Ellen Esrock, “Embodying Art: The Spectator and the Inner Body,” Poetics Today 31, no. 2 
(2010): 217-250. 
266 Fisher, “Narration,” 2. See Chapter 1. 
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Fest.267 My two primary sites are Irving’s homestead at Sunnyside, currently operated by 

Historic Hudson Valley, a major nonprofit that runs several of the area’s most popular historic 

sites, and the shared space of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and the Old Dutch Church and 

churchyard.268 During repeated visits to these sites and additional fieldwork at events and other 

Sleepy Hollow area attractions, I conducted casual, impromptu interviews with other visitors to 

the site or event attendees as well as employees and volunteers working at those sites and events. 

I also took field notes logging overheard conversational snippets and sensory observations and 

completed structured interviews with key informants. These notes record my observations as a 

participant in Sleepy Hollow’s affective scenes. Throughout this project, I use interview material 

and my own participatory experience as the basis for informed speculation about how affects are 

felt by tourists in the Sleepy Hollow area. Rather than acting as an anthropologist and conducting 

large-scale ethnographic research, my field methods remain grounded in my role as a rhetorician.  

My use of both textual analysis and rhetorical fieldwork in conjunction throughout this 

project is informed by rhetorician Samantha Senda-Cook’s advocacy for field methods in 

rhetorical studies. Senda-Cook advocates for “[a] combination of document analysis, participant 

observation, and interviewing […] to understand rhetorical practices because each approach 

varyingly confirms, challenges, or complicates a rhetorician’s conception of a rhetorical 

                                                
267 I also visited sites and attended events that do not receive a full analysis in this dissertation, 
notably the Great Jack O’ Lantern Blaze event at Van Cortlandt Manor and the (allegedly 
haunted) Tarrytown Music Hall. 
268 Though separately owned and managed, tourists tend to experience Sleepy Hollow Cemetery 
and the Old Dutch Church and its churchyard simultaneously and conflated the two 
organizations into the general heading of “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery.” I explain the differences 
between the two more fully in Chapter 8 and, when relevant, try to clarify if I am describing one 
or the other. Because they share a space and often collaborate on events, the colloquial unifying 
of the two organizations and places I rely on at some points in this project is a necessary 
simplification: my focus is tourist experience, and most visitors do not recognize the two are 
separately run. 
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practice.”269 In contrast to traditional logocentric rhetorical approaches, Senda-Cook describes 

her research as utilizing “rhetorical field methods,” an approach she developed elsewhere with 

Michael Middleton and Danielle Endres.270 Senda-Cook advocates for the use of field methods—

ethnographic methods—in rhetorical analyses of practices especially:  

Although the researcher may produce documents to analyze such as photographs, 
transcriptions, and fieldnotes, this approach differs from conventional rhetorical 
criticism because the researcher experiences material (i.e., physical) rhetorical 
forms that go beyond paper and ink or a computer screen. Because practices are 
embodied, often undocumented forms of rhetoric, I suggest that a rhetorical field 
methods approach is appropriate.271 
 

Walking is the dominant rhetorical practice I address in this project, and I follow Senda-

Cook in combining “document analysis, participant observation, and interviewing.”272 In my 

discussion of walking practice at the 2019 Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest event, I examine a 

promotional poster and map that both serve to establish an itinerary of event stations related to 

local history and the plot of Irving’s “Legend,” and interview material from event attendees and 

volunteers as well as my own observations of the event further interrogate walking experience at 

the Lit Fest. The fieldwork-based elements of the chapter enrich my reading of event ephemera; 

moreover, by engaging in participant observation and walking between stations myself, I was 

able to attune to the event spaces and take note of embodied sensations like the felt distance 

between stations.  

                                                
269 Samantha Senda-Cook, “Rugged Practices: Embodying Authenticity in Outdoor Recreation,” 
Quarterly Journal of Speech 98, no. 2 (2012): 134. 
270 Michael K. Middleton, Samantha Senda-Cook, and Danielle Endres, “Articulating Rhetorical 
Field Methods: Challenges and Tensions,” Western Journal of Communication 75, no. 4 (2011): 
386-406.   
271 Senda-Cook, “Authenticity,” 134. 
272 Senda-Cook, 134. 
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I pair these fieldwork practices with analyses of further rhetorical artifacts, particularly 

ephemera gathered during fieldwork like the Lit Fest map and poster and online reviews and 

organizational webpages.273 In Chapter 7, I employ netnography—the use of ethnographic data 

collection methods in online contexts—to analyze a larger sample of responses than I could 

gather during fieldwork to pinpoint common complaints about guest experience at Sunnyside, 

which I argue can be mitigated through placemaking and theming strategies focused on 

promoting uncanny affect. I also used photography as an ethnographic tool to complement my 

field notes, though I have chosen not to include images in this work. 

I variously utilize rhetorical frameworks of narrative criticism, constitutive rhetoric, 

visual rhetoric, and ambient rhetoric. My use of sensory ethnography as methodological guide 

would in disciplinary terms best demonstrate visual and ambient rhetorical frameworks. I 

primarily contend with affect through an ambient rhetoric approach built from Thomas Rickert’s 

work and Senda-Cook’s direction toward rhetorical field methods.274 Though this project has 

many interdisciplinary influences, as a rhetorician, I maintain a focus on argumentation 

throughout. 

 

 

 

                                                
273 Sarah Pink argues “it would be erroneous to see sensory ethnography as a method for data 
collection” and more appropriate to view sensory ethnography as revealing “the ways of 
knowing and understanding that are produced through ethnographic practice”: Sarah Pink, Doing 
Sensory Ethnography, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 2015), 5. Sensory ethnography, in my 
view, can perform both kinds of work. Here, I primarily intended my fieldwork to aid me in 
building an embodied, emplaced understanding of tourist experience in Sleepy Hollow and the 
ways in which local leadership is working to guide that experience, and I also conceptualize my 
field notes and interview transcripts as data.  
274 See Chapter 1 for extended discussion of Rickert and ambient rhetoric. 
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2.3 Walking as a Rhetorical Practice 

As a place identity, the “Legend” is resonant in and through bodies and is strongly felt in 

places connected to both its plot and themes.275 It is a central contention of this project that 

considerations of the affective are vital both for placemakers aiming to create impactful tourist 

experiences and for place studies scholars interested in the relationship between embodiment and 

place and space. Thus, I follow sensory ethnographers in moving beyond a sole concentration on 

the audiovisual toward an account of performances and practices. As Sarah Pink summarizes, 

sensory ethnography “explores the question of the relationship between sensory perception and 

culture, engages with questions concerning the status of vision and its relationship to the other 

senses, and demands a form of reflexivity that goes beyond the interrogation of how culture is 

‘written’ to examine the sites of embodied knowing.”276  

This project’s concern with affect connects bodily experiences in the Sleepy Hollow area 

with the lasting impact Irving’s “Legend” wields as constitutive rhetoric. I aim to account for 

affective elements and theming resources beyond the visual: because affect is importantly 

cumulative, narrow hallways and staircases, steep hills, and the noisy modern train line in relief 

against the pastoral landscape of Sunnyside combine with visual representations of the area’s 

cultural history like Headless Horseman-themed displays to transmit senses of allochronism and 

the uncanny. My field interviews with visitors and employees of Sunnyside, Sleepy Hollow 

Cemetery, and surrounding sites revealed that “embodied knowing” of the story tends to 

outweigh knowledge of the “‘written’” text of the “Legend” and other cultural histories. The 

                                                
275 See especially Chapter 5 on the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest. 
276 Pink, Sensory, 13. 
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central practice in my focus is tourist walking, through which I argue these embodied resonances 

of the story are frequently encouraged by Sleepy Hollow placemakers. 

Growing from the anthropological tradition of “focus[ing] almost exclusively on cultures 

that were strikingly different from that [from] which the ethnographer had originated,” Pink 

reports contemporary sensory ethnographies “also attend[…] to the senses ‘at home,’ or at least 

in modern western cultures.”277 Sensory ethnographers thus concentrate on everyday practices to 

“attend to and interpret the experiential, individual, idiosyncratic and contextual nature of 

research participants’ sensory practices and also seek to comprehend the culturally specific 

categories, conventions, moralities and knowledge that informs how people understand their 

experiences.”278 Ethnographers studying populations with which they have a common 

background or frame of knowledge hold a position closer to their subjects that enables deeper 

knowledge of and participation in practices. Walking is a rhetorical practice and prominent 

tourist mobility in Sleepy Hollow area; therefore, during my fieldwork, it was important to me to 

walk between destinations whenever possible and concentrate on my embodiment while walking. 

Most Sleepy Hollow area attractions—including my two primary sites, Sunnyside and 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery—require walking during tours or to explore the property. Sleepy 

Hollow is about 20 miles from New York City and easily accessible on the MetroNorth train 

line, so many tourists arrive in the area without a car and walk between destinations. The 

prevalence of this practice in Sleepy Hollow is likely to grow as local government leaders are 

conducting an initiative to connect attractions and recreational areas with improved walking 

trails parallel to the 2019-2020 bicentennial celebration of Irving’s story. Moreover, in the 

                                                
277 Pink, 12. 
278 Pink, 12-13. 
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adjacent village Tarrytown, the newly constructed Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge, replacing 

the Tappan Zee Bridge, serves as a new walking-based attraction with walking space separate 

from automobile traffic that includes informational signage about local history. The prevalence 

of walking as a tourist mobility at and between Sleepy Hollow destinations is significant: as I 

discuss more fully through Chapter 5’s case of the Lit Fest event, walking is not a neutral mode 

of embodiment but a rhetorical practice with political and affective implications. 

In Senda-Cook’s definition, “Practices are mundane, embodied, and repetitive actions; 

they are the daily arguments and compromises that compellingly convince us of who we are and 

how we ought to act.”279 Analyzing outdoor recreation experiences at U.S. national parks, Senda-

Cook argues rhetorical practices are “fluid, embodied, repetitive actions” able to “produce and 

sustain or undermine abstract constructs such as authentic experiences.”280 In particular, Senda-

Cook discusses practices of “walking on and off trail, running downhill on [a particularly steep 

trail], and wearing inadequate footwear” and considers how they “illustrate [recreators’] 

assumptions about authenticity and the constructedness of authenticity” at national parks.281 

Senda-Cook notes “practices produce ideologies, identities, speech communities, and 

habitus.”282  

Walking is importantly an embodied practice. Because practices are intertwined with the 

bodies that perform them, Senda-Cook posits rhetorical practices “become a sort of material 

discourse, a physical symbol.”283 Insisting on a traditional rhetorical focus on written and spoken 

discourses alone by “[e]xclusively focusing on the documents that practices produce cultivates a 

                                                
279 Senda-Cook, “Authenticity,” 130. 
280 Senda-Cook, 130. 
281 Senda-Cook, 130. 
282 Senda-Cook, 131. 
283 Senda-Cook, 132. 
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particular understanding of rhetoric that ignores ephemerality and sensuality, both aspects of 

materiality divorced from texts but not without meaning.”284 A focus on practices enhances 

rhetorical analysis by “encourag[ing] rhetoricians to consider different forms of rhetoric and to 

treat established topics, such as displays of power, in different ways.”285  

While the concept of rhetorical practice appears in some disciplinary literature, Senda-

Cook points out that most rhetoricians calling on the term do not study practices themselves, but 

“the already-documented”; most often, such scholars “study the products of the practices without 

attending to the practice in particular. Instead of analyzing cooking, [Elizabeth] Fleitz analyzes 

cookbooks; instead of sitting in on a sermon to analyze preaching, [Lucy Lind Hogan and 

Robert] Reid analyzes books about preaching.”286 Rhetorical practices are everyday practices. 

Senda-Cook writes this “ordinariness means that they happen frequently, go largely 

unquestioned, and are often undocumented. […] Even though they are cultural, we think of them 

as natural.”287 Too often invisible parts of the everyday, practices are undertheorized in rhetorical 

studies and across academia. For rhetoricians trained in textual analysis, it is often more 

comfortable to work with printed materials describing or instructing about practices than to take 

up ethnography; however, as Senda-Cook asserts, a focus on rhetorical practices “extends 

conventional understandings of rhetoric.”288 Inquiry into practices can reveal nuances of place 

experience that analyses of “the already-documented” cannot access alone.  

                                                
284 Senda-Cook, 132. 
285 Senda-Cook, 131. 
286 Senda-Cook, 131: “The term ‘rhetorical practice’ is not new. Kevin DeLuca, Phaedra 
Pezzullo, Elizabeth Fleitz, Marouf Hasian, Jr., and Robert Stephen Reid, for example, all 
explicitly use this phrase to refer to repetitive, rhetorical actions. DeLuca, Pezzullo, and Fleitz 
even link this idea specifically to identity and suggest that rhetorical practices contribute to how 
we understand ourselves in certain contexts.” 
287 Senda-Cook, 132. 
288 Senda-Cook, 130. 
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Drawing from Carole Blair’s work, Senda-Cook emphasizes the importance of presence, 

as the rhetorician’s physical presence allows her to access the affective: “to experience elements 

that are masked in reproductions such as subtle nonverbal messages (e.g., slight pauses, intakes 

of breath, eye movements, or finger and hand behaviors) or feelings of camaraderie or disunity,” 

to inhabit space in proximity to other bodies in “a communal experience rather than an isolated 

one,” and to interact with sensory stimuli that create “a feeling of being present for the rhetorical 

act, which is unavailable through an analysis of representations alone.”289 I share Senda-Cook’s 

contention “that presence, material rhetoric, and the researcher’s body matter” in rhetorical 

analysis and scholarly work in general.290 

2.4 Conclusion 

This chapter situates the project between rhetorical studies and tourism studies both in 

subject matter and methodology. I have introduced the methods of rhetorical criticism and 

ethnography I utilize throughout the project as well as the guiding concepts of sensory 

ethnography and rhetorical practices. To address how persuasion functions at Sleepy Hollow 

area tourist sites, this dissertation employs methods of rhetorical analysis directed toward both 

texts and materiality—to examine the persuasive “things themselves”—enriched through 

ethnographic fieldwork with the aim of understanding how affects and rhetorical messaging 

circulate amongst actual tourists in a real-world setting. Affects and the ideas they forward act on 

bodies through sensory input—smells, temperature, colors used in visual design—and 

                                                
289 Senda-Cook, 134, 135, 135. Emphasis in original. 
290 Senda-Cook, 134. Gregory Clark’s Rhetorical Landscapes is arguably the most prominent 
contemporary rhetorical text on tourism and approaches tourism through the already-documented 
over the experiential: a choice that makes sense for his historically oriented argument around 
early U.S. American identity but which neglects important ambient dimensions only accessible 
through the researcher’s embodied presence at the sites serving as case studies. 
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movement, which in Sleepy Hollow frequently involves walking. This project illustrates how 

tourists’ walking practice interacts with placemakers’ theming efforts around Irving’s “Legend” 

to co-create and circulate uncanny affect at Sleepy Hollow area sites and events. 
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3. CLOSE READING: “THE LEGEND OF SLEEPY HOLLOW” 

3.1 Introduction 

Most U.S. Americans recognize the figure of the Headless Horseman. His likeness adorns 

Halloween décor and his name themes countless hayrides. The Bing Crosby song from the 1949 

Disney version of the Horseman’s story warns, “With a hip-hip and a cloppity-clop,/ He’s out 

looking for a top to chop,” and still haunts viewers’ memories and Halloween playlists.291 While 

headless horsemen myths have long circulated in multiple cultures, the U.S. American Headless 

Horseman originated in Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” the longest story 

in his collection The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent., serially published between 1819 

and 1820. Today, according to the comprehensive plan for Sleepy Hollow, NY, “Much of Sleepy 

Hollow’s local economic activity is centered around tourism that is supported by historical sites 

and the Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Key sites include Historic Hudson Valley facilities, such as 

Philipsburg Manor and Kykuit, and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, site of Washington Irving’s 

grave.”292 Irving’s “Legend” establishes a vivid sense of place, theme of enchantment, set of 

specific haunted locations, and focus on walking that situate the text well as the basis for much 

of this tourism. 

At the press conference introducing the bicentennial celebration of the “Legend,” 

organizer Lynn Moffat proclaimed Irving “truly our first creative placemaker.”293 Anthropologist 

Keith H. Basso writes that “place-making is a way of constructing history itself, of inventing it, 

                                                
291 The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Directed by Clyde Geronimi and Jack Kinney. Burbank: Walt 
Disney Productions, 1949. The song also appeared on the Disney Sing Along Songs “Happy 
Haunting: Party at Disneyland!” VHS, released in 1998. 
292 “Village of Sleepy Hollow Comprehensive Plan: Public Hearing Draft,” 9 August 2019, 70. 
293 Lynn Moffat (bicentennial planner), press conference, author’s transcription, April 2019. 
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of fashioning novel versions of ‘what happened here.’”294 Irving, particularly in the “Legend,” 

masterfully accomplishes such placemaking work. As the 2019-2020 bicentennial in Sleepy 

Hollow proves, his influence in Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding area remains strong. 

Describing New York in a letter to a friend in 1824, five years after the publication of the 

“Legend,” Irving wrote, “‘There is a charm about that little spot of earth; that beautiful city and 

its environs, that has a perfect spell over my imagination. The bay; the rivers & their wild & 

woody shores; the haunts of my boyhood, both on land and water, absolutely have a witchery 

over my mind. I thank God for my having been born in so beautiful a place.’”295 Irving repaid his 

home state in placemaking legends throughout his lifetime and retired just a few miles from 

Sleepy Hollow—then still part of Tarry Town [sic]—in what had recently been renamed 

Irvington.296 The author died at his beloved homestead, Sunnyside, where he had written toward 

the end of his life he hoped to forever have a presence: “‘My heart dwells in that blessed little 

spot; and I really believe that when I die I shall haunt it: but it will be as a good spirit, that no one 

needs be affraid [sic] of.’”297 Whether he haunts Sunnyside or not, Irving and his works haunt 

Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding area as an undeniably “‘good spirit.’” 

In this chapter, I present a rhetorical reading of Washington Irving’s 1819 short story 

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” following a narrative criticism approach that address characters, 

                                                
294 Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1996), 6. 
295 Qtd. in Andrew Burstein, The Original Knickerbocker: The Life of Washington Irving (New 
York: Basic Books, 2007), 190. 
296 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 320. Irving moved in to what had likely been the inspiration for the 
Van Tassel house setting in the “Legend,” a homestead owned by the Van Tassell [sic] family in 
then-Dearman. 
297 Burstein, 306. 
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structure, and themes in the work with attention also to the embodied reading experience.298 

Through this examination, I aim to pinpoint qualities in the story that situate the “Legend” well 

for adaptation in tourism. This chapter also serves as an introduction to the uncanny: the 

dominant affect in Irving’s story and the Sleepy Hollow area’s tourism industry.  

Others have provided thoughtful readings of the “Legend” and Irving’s body of work; I 

am not a literary scholar here. Rather, I aim to survey the uncanny elements of the story and 

explore the central figures and narrative structure. I extend the discussion in this chapter into 

Chapter 4 to complete my narrative critique with examinations of the story’s ethical implications 

and the consequences of the “Legend” as constitutive rhetoric, particularly for the Sleepy Hollow 

area and its tourism endeavors. 

This rhetorical reading of Irving’s “Legend” follows a narrative criticism approach. This 

is a form of rhetorical analysis that interrogates how the narrative presented in the object of 

study—Irving’s story—guides readers’ interpretation and evaluation of the arguments it presents. 

According to Sonja K. Foss’s text on various rhetorical methods, there are three main 

components to narrative critiques: analyses of the narrative’s substance itself, form, and ethical 

perspectives.299 This chapter addresses the narrative substance and form of Irving’s “Legend,” 

while Chapter 4 expands the last portion of this analysis to address the “Legend” as an artifact of 

constitutive rhetoric for Sleepy Hollow tourism. 

                                                
298 All references to Washington Irving, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” in The Legend of 
Sleepy Hollow and Other Stories, or, The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (New York: 
Random House, 2001). The story is in the public domain and is available in several versions for 
free online: “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow and Other Stories, or, The Sketchbook [sic] of 
Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. by Washington Irving,” PDF Drive, https://www.pdfdrive.com/the-
legend-of-sleepy-hollow-and-other-stories-or-the-sketchbook-of-geoffrey-crayon-gent-
e189995275.html (Date Last Accessed, February 9, 2021). 
299 Foss, Rhetorical Criticism, 230. 
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While it follows a narrative criticism structure, my close reading also draws from 

approaches to embodied reading to address the intensely affective elements that make Irving’s 

“Legend” an impactful placemaking text. I devote much of my reading to the sensory place 

descriptions Irving peppers through the story, affective concerns of presence, absence, and 

belonging, promotion of Sleepy Hollow as itself enchanted, and language techniques that guide 

readers’ pacing through the story. Irving’s mastery of uncanny affect explains, I argue, much of 

the story’s impact in Sleepy Hollow and beyond, but especially the ways in which reading the 

“Legend” inspire a visit to its real-world setting, as the effects of the reading experience on the 

bodies of readers give them a proto-experience of Sleepy Hollow as place that can prompt 

curiosity about visiting the “real” place. 

3.2 Narrative Substance: Characters 

Ichabod Crane and the Headless Horseman are the two characters most frequently and 

prominently presented in tourist attractions and modern-day renditions of the story. I have 

limited extended character discussion to these two figures because of their centrality to Sleepy 

Hollow area tourism. Shorter discussions of supporting characters appear in this chapter and the 

next. Further, though the narrator could be taken as a character himself, I devote space to the 

narration in the next major section, 3.3, on the story’s structure as much of the structure is 

controlled through its complex system of narration.  

3.2.1 Ichabod 

The Disney animators working on the “Legend” portion of the 1949 film The Adventures 

of Ichabod and Mr. Toad had quite a bit to work with in designing their protagonist: 

He was tall, but exceedingly lank, with narrow shoulders, long arms and legs, 
hands that dangled a mile out of his sleeves, feet that might have served for 
shovels, and his whole frame most loosely hung together. His head was small, and 
flat at top, with huge ears, large green glassy eyes, and a long snipe nose, so that it 
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looked like a weathercock perched upon his spindle neck, to tell which way the 
wind blew. To see him striding along the profile of a hill on a windy day, with his 
clothes bagging and fluttering about him, one might have mistaken him for the 
genius of famine descending upon the earth, or some scarecrow eloped from a 
cornfield.300  
 

Already, the long-limbed, skeleton-like Ichabod, like a runaway scarecrow, is a distinct and 

conspicuous presence—an affective character. His very body is exaggerated.  

3.2.1.1 Outsider 

Upon Ichabod’s introduction, the narrator presents three pieces of information valuable 

for understanding Ichabod’s purpose and personality. Thirty years before the narrator’s telling, 

“a worthy wight of the name of Ichabod Crane, […] sojourned, or, as he expressed it, ‘tarried,’ in 

Sleepy Hollow, for the purpose of instructing the children of the vicinity. He was a native of 

Connecticut…”301 This first sentence, appearing three pages into the approximately 27-page 

short story, is dense with significant details. First, the narrator’s reference to Ichabod as a 

“worthy wight”—“wight,” according to the Oxford Dictionary, is either an unfortunate person or 

“a spirit, ghost, or other supernatural being”—adds to the overall gothic tone of the story by 

coloring even our unambiguously human main character somewhat ghostly.302  

Next, the narrator reveals Ichabod as an outsider: he travels to Sleepy Hollow from 

elsewhere. We learn this both through the narrator’s use of the word “sojourned” and the second 

sentence’s clarification that Ichabod hails from Connecticut (home, then, of Yankees rather than 

old Dutch communities). Moreover, on the first page of the “Legend,” the narrator explains 

“Tarry Town,” the market village beside Sleepy Hollow, is rumored to have been named such 
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“by the good housewives of the adjacent country, from the inveterate propensity of their 

husbands to linger about the village tavern on market days.”303 However, the narrator casts doubt 

on this (ultimately untrue: Tarrytown’s name comes from the Dutch word for wheat) 

explanation: “Be that as it may, I do not vouch for the fact, but merely advert to it, for the sake of 

being precise and authentic.”304 That Ichabod himself is the source of the term “tarried” to 

describe his time in Sleepy Hollow further indicates his status as an outsider.  

Finally, this first sentence about Ichabod also reveals his motivation for coming to town: 

he has secured the position of schoolmaster and thus will have an important role in the 

community he is joining. This role is important, not just as the impetus for the plot elements of 

the story, but to put readers in contact with the locals they have already learned are “under the 

sway of some witching power” that makes them “subject to trances and visions, and [who] 

frequently see strange sights, and hear music and voices in the air.”305 As Judith Richardson 

points out, we learn through early descriptive narration that “[t]he whole neighbourhood abounds 

with local tales, haunted spots, and twilight superstitions” before we have any access to the 

conversations where such tales and superstitions are revealed.306 Richardson writes: 

At a basic level, there is no story here without Ichabod, and not only because his 
presence and disappearance leave material for further local tales. […] [T]he 
telling of the tales and the reincarnation of the ghost are occasioned by Ichabod’s 
appearance on the scene and his taste for ghost stories (as well as his eyebrow-
raising ambitions with regard to the neighborhood heiress). Ichabod raises old 
ghosts anew.307 
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Ichabod not only provides us access to Sleepy Hollow’s locals and locales, but is himself primed 

to experience the supernatural with an interest in witchcraft—the narrator describes him as “a 

perfect master of Cotton Mather’s History of New England Witchcraft, in which, by the way, he 

most firmly and potently believed”—and able to trade ghost stories of his own, of “many very 

marvellous events that had taken place in his native state of Connecticut.”308 Ichabod, then, is an 

ideal vessel for Irving’s affective tour of haunted Sleepy Hollow. 

In a memorable description, the narrator reveals Ichabod’s “appetite for the marvellous, 

and his powers for digesting it, were equally extraordinary; and both had been increased by his 

residence in this spellbound region. No tale was too gross or monstrous for his capacious 

swallow.”309 This echoes another assertion about Ichabod that appears a page earlier, regarding 

his voracious appetite: “[H]e was a huge feeder, and though lank, had the dilating powers of an 

Anaconda,” as well as a later description of Ichabod at the Van Tassel feast: “He was a kind and 

thankful creature, whose heart dilated in proportion as his skin was filled with good cheer, and 

whose spirits rose with eating, as some men’s do with drink.”310 I am hardly the first to point out 

the prevalence of food and taste in the “Legend”; this is even a focus of Sunnyside tour guides’ 

discussions of the story during “Home of the Legend” event tours. Regardless, these descriptions 

are significant in establishing Ichabod as a visitor and consumer—though passionate and 

cooperative, he is still an outsider.  

Ichabod’s outsider status, again, is significant to plot formation, as his presence enables 

us to hear the locals’ stories and serves as a reader surrogate who does not start out “infect[ed]” 
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by Sleepy Hollow’s enchantment.311 His striking physical presence and significant role as the 

village’s schoolmaster make him conspicuous upon arrival in the small Dutch village. During his 

stay, Richardson points out, “Ichabod is a less-than-benign interloper: he beats his lessons into 

his pupils and courts the belle of the neighborhood, Katrina Van Tassel, while rolling his eyes 

greedily over the potentially profitable land of her father.”312 However, the narrator is careful to 

justify the more negative aspects of Ichabod’s personality and behavior; as I will discuss later, 

the narrator presents a number of character assessments. Following his physical description of 

Ichabod, the narrator explains the schoolmaster’s teaching philosophy—aligned with “the golden 

maxim, ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’”—before asserting, “I would not have it imagined, 

however, that he was one of those cruel potentates of the school, who joy in the smart of their 

subjects; on the contrary, he administered justice with discrimination rather than severity; taking 

the burden off the backs of the weak, and laying it on those of the strong.”313 Here, the narrator 

lends Ichabod an air of Robin Hood and insists this corporal punishment is a fair—and, of 

course, typical for the time—treatment of his students. 

Shortly after, the narrator reports Ichabod’s living arrangements as staying for “a week at 

a time” “boarded and lodged at the houses of the farmers, whose children he instructed,” 

particularly those also housing “pretty sisters or good housewives for mothers.”314 Not only does 

our narrator clarify that these extended visits and their associated expectations of hospitality 

were “according to country custom in those parts,” he notes Ichabod “had various ways of 

rendering himself both useful and agreeable” as a farmhand and conversational partner.315 As the 
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narrator recounts Ichabod’s “ingratiating” efforts, we also learn that this community’s families 

“are apt to consider the costs of schooling a grievous burden, and schoolmasters as mere drones” 

as well as that the village’s “schoolmaster is generally a man of some importance in the female 

circle of a rural neighbourhood, being considered a kind of idle gentleman like personage, of 

vastly superior taste and accomplishments to the rough country swains.”316 Ichabod occupies a 

challenging position as likely the sole scholar—or at most one of very few—in an agricultural 

community, where he “was thought, by all who understood nothing of the labour of headwork, to 

have a wonderfully easy life of it.” 317 Though he helps with the village’s children both in the 

homes where he stays and in his dual role as schoolmaster and singing instructor teaching 

psalms, is an entertaining conversationalist, and presents himself amiably and adaptably in 

assisting the families who house him, Ichabod holds a societal role likely to prompt some 

irritation and indignation if not jealousy.  

3.2.1.2 Transient 

As Richardson notes, Ichabod does not respect his tenuous status by near-immediately 

beginning to court an important local heiress.318 Worse, Ichabod is not only an outsider, but a 

transient. Ichabod has not moved to Sleepy Hollow to permanently join their community, as is 

implied in the initial description of Ichabod as having “‘tarried’” there and as is most clearly 

expressed in his fantasies about Katrina.319 The narrator informs us that “Ichabod Crane had a 

soft and foolish heart toward the sex,” quickly attaching himself to Katrina Van Tassel, the only 
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daughter of an important local landowner, and Ichabod’s interest in her expanded “more 

especially after he had visited her in her paternal mansion.”320  

As Irving biographer Andrew Burstein describes, “Ichabod, ‘the pedagogue,’ hungers for 

Van Tassel’s bountiful harvest as much as he desires to possess his plump eighteen-year-old 

daughter. Ichabod’s eyes take in the material symbols of pastoral comfort […] If he marries 

Katrina, this is what he would someday inherit.”321 Of course, the young and beautiful Katrina, 

who is frequently described with food-related language, is more than another Sleepy Hollow 

commodity for visiting Ichabod to consume: he looks forward to inheriting through marriage to 

Katrina the Van Tassel farmhouse and especially its “vast barn, that might have served for a 

church; every window and crevice of which seemed bursting forth with the treasures of the 

farm.”322 The aside comparing the barn to a church has obvious implications: Irving was notably 

suspicious of organized religion, and, relevant here, coined the phrase “the almighty dollar.”323 

For understanding Ichabod’s character, the appeal of the farm’s wealth even over that of Katrina 

herself is more immediately significant.  

However, Ichabod does not hope to inherit the farm to become a new village landowner, 

but rather to inherit the farm’s wealth, which “might readily be turned into cash” that he and his 

new bride can then take out of the community, “setting out for Kentucky, Tennessee, or the Lord 

knows where!”324 Ichabod is only passing through Sleepy Hollow, consuming what he can of 

both food and folklore before continuing on, and thus he is a transient presence. Richardson 
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points to transience as a theme in many stories of hauntings, “reflected in the frequent haunting 

of sites of transition, such as roads, bridges, and taverns; and in the significant presence in 

regional lore of the ghosts of transients—hitchhikers, gypsies, tramps, itinerant musicians, 

pirates, and most predominantly peddlers.”325 She notes the frequent use of transient “common 

strangers” as central figures in regional New York ghost stories, writing of such figures: “They 

were both historical facts and abstract symbols of community disruption. An American version 

of the ‘Wandering Jew,’ they were uncanny presences, unsettling and unsettled, and in this held a 

certain kinship with ghosts.”326 Ichabod’s status as an outsider and more specifically a transient 

works with his inclination toward superstition to shape his character as an ideal listener, teller, 

and subject of ghost stories. 

Lastly, we learn that despite Ichabod’s familiarity with and alleged previous experiences 

of the supernatural, he is easily spooked.327 The narrator provides some sensible judgment of 

various supernatural threats to Ichabod, reporting in an affectively tinged passage the animal 

sources of various frights: “[E]very sound of nature, at that witching hour, fluttered [Ichabod’s] 

excited imagination: the moan of the whip-poor-will from the hill side; the boding cry of the tree 

toad, that harbinger of storm; the dreary hooting of the screech owl; or the sudden rustling in the 

thicket, of birds frightened from their roost.”328 Though Ichabod loved—as a “fearful pleasure,” 
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an apt description of the uncanny—to listen to ghost stories told by “the old Dutch wives,” his 

enjoyment “was dearly purchased by the terrors of his subsequent walk homewards.”329 Our 

narrator describes: 

How often was he appalled by some shrub covered in snow, which like a sheeted 
spectre beset his very path!—He often did he shrink with curdling awe at the 
sound of his own steps on the frosty crust beneath his feet; and dread to look over 
his shoulder, lest he should behold some uncouth being tramping close behind 
him!—and how often was he thrown into complete dismay by some rushing blast, 
howling among the trees, in the idea that it was the galloping Hessian on one of 
his nightly scourings.330 
 

Ichabod, simultaneously presented as holding the social role of the smartest and most educated 

layman in town, well-versed in supernatural readings and experiences, and terrified of his own 

shadow, has an ambivalent relationship with the supernatural, much like the “Legend” itself. His 

characterization and especially his outsider and transient statuses make his departure from Sleepy 

Hollow at the end of the story—even if it did not, in fact, coincide with his departure from this 

realm—inevitable. 

Ichabod in Sleepy Hollow today appears more often in name than in image—and he 

himself would likely prefer the “Ichabod Pumpkin Ale” renditions to the images of his physical 

likeness, like the Route 9 sculpture near Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, that invariably show him 

petrified and clinging to his borrowed horse. While the Headless Horseman has become the 

region’s Mickey Mouse and a national trope, Ichabod is less known as a character than as a 

name.331 Two hours north, in Kinderhook, a place of personal relevance to Irving and where the 
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author met his most direct inspiration for the character, the Ichabod Crane Central School 

District uses a silhouette of Ichabod atop Gunpowder the horse in some of its visual materials. 

Ichabod’s own school house, as the narrator describes, was “deserted, soon fell to decay, and was 

reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue.”332 The school house would 

have stood on what is today Old Sleepy Hollow Road.333 Perhaps coincidentally, a former 

construction worker from the area shared with me in May 2019 that: “When everyone went 

home at night, it’s—on Sleepy Hollow Road, Old Sleepy Hollow Road, it is creepy. […] I was a 

little creeped out. Cause it started to get foggy and dark, and I was, you know—long walk to the 

car.”334 Was Ichabod out there those nights, “chanting a melancholy psalm tune among the 

tranquil solitudes of Sleepy Hollow?”335 

3.2.2 The Headless Horseman 

The Headless Horseman, while a former Hessian soldier and thus originally also an 

outsider in Sleepy Hollow, is by Ichabod’s arrival the area’s “dominant spirit.”336 As a ghost, he 

is the opposite of a transient as he is tethered to a place (the bridge and surrounding wooded area 

near the church-yard). Of enchanted Sleepy Hollow, suspended in time and variously haunted by 

Revolutionary War casualties from both sides (“The British and American line had run near 

[Sleepy Hollow] during the war”), a “woman in white,” and “a high German witch doctor,” the 

Horseman is “commander in chief of all the powers of the air.”337 Though the Headless 

Horseman has precedents in earlier literature, particularly Irish and German folklore, Irving’s 
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formulation draws from the area’s cultural and political history to create an uncanny villain 

uniquely suited to haunt Sleepy Hollow. The Headless Horseman certainly remains commander 

in chief of the affective powers of the air in today’s Sleepy Hollow, where his likeness adorns 

street signs and police cars as prominently as T-shirts and photo-op standees. Further, the 

Horseman’s tethering to the physical location of the bridge is significant for touristic purposes, 

though as I address in the next chapter, no “authentic” bridge destination exists in Sleepy 

Hollow. For tourists to Sleepy Hollow, the Headless Horseman is both character and place: to 

see the (or, rather, a) “Headless Horseman bridge” is to see the Headless Horseman himself. 

3.2.2.1 Presence and Absence 

Irving’s Headless Horseman is far from the first of his kind and has well-established roots 

in international folklore.338 Kruk observes, “Headless horsemen, from the Green Knight riding 

off head in hand after being decapitated by Sir Gawain to the wild skullduggery in Tim Burton’s 

film Sleepy Hollow, have long thrilled us. Imbedded in our universal subconscious, he evokes 

primal fear and fascination.”339 In a 2013 Wall Street Journal piece, Amanda Foreman briefly 

tracks the “body-without-a-head motif” through archaeological history and suggests, “For the 

purveyors of spooky lore and all things uncanny, […] the attraction of Irving's headless 

horseman lies in its connection to humanity’s ancient mysteries.”340 Foreman concludes the 

article with her reading of the “Legend” as signifying “the danger that any man might loose [sic] 

his head over a woman.” Regardless of interpretation, it is without question that the Headless 

Horseman is the most compelling image of Irving’s story, and many who are unfamiliar with 
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Irving’s story and even its reconfigurations in the 1999 Tim Burton film, 2013-17 supernatural 

drama television show on Fox, and the 1949 animated Disney adaptation still recognize the 

Headless Horseman as a cultural figure. During fieldwork in Sleepy Hollow, I frequently heard 

Irving’s story referred to as “The Headless Horseman” or “The Legend of the Headless 

Horseman,” and the figure and his headlessness remain the most identifiable element of perhaps 

Irving’s entire oeuvre.   

The Headless Horseman is uncannily present and absent in Irving’s story. Ichabod, the 

scarecrow-like newcomer with access to locals and interest in their ghost stories, is constructed 

as a vessel primed for entrance into the uncanny and thus a surrogate for the reader also entering 

Sleepy Hollow as an outsider; the Headless Horseman, on the other hand, is an uncanny figure 

himself. Through early narration, we learn that Sleepy Hollow is an “enchanted region” with 

many hauntings and superstitions, including most prominently “the ghost of a Hessian trooper, 

whose head had been carried away by a cannon ball, in some nameless battle during the 

revolutionary war.”341 Ichabod finds “fearful pleasure” in spending “long winter evenings with 

the old Dutch wives,” with whom he trades stories and hears “of the headless horseman, or 

galloping Hessian of the Hollow, as they sometimes called him.”342 At the Van Tassel feast, 

Ichabod hears war stories and two more accounts of the Horseman: first, of “old Brouwer, a most 

heretical disbeliever in ghosts,” who encountered the Horseman while riding and saw him 

transform into a skeleton upon reaching the bridge before the Horseman “threw old Brouwer into 

the brook;” next, Brom tells of racing the Horseman, and, of course, besting him, though again 

“just as they came to the church bridge, the Hessian bolted, and vanished in a flash of fire.”343 
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And, finally, we witness the Headless Horseman for ourselves as he pursues Ichabod at the end 

of the story—though, considering the level of foreshadowing around Brom as prankster, and the 

ambiguous ending that reveals Brom has married Katrina and enjoys “a hearty laugh at the 

mention of the pumpkin” found at the site of Ichabod’s disappearance, perhaps we never come 

into direct contact with the Horseman at all.344 

This ambiguousness around the Horseman’s presence is a major uncanny element of the 

story. Uncertainty about the reality of his existence is stirred by the narrator, who describes 

Sleepy Hollow’s hauntings while casting doubt about the village’s major figure, as well as the 

reading experience I have just outlined in which readers seem not to encounter the true 

Horseman at any point. He exists primarily through stories. However, this uncertainty around 

whether or not there is in fact a ghostly Hessian soldier riding on horseback through Sleepy 

Hollow does not translate into uncertainty about his influence. Richardson’s Possessions: The 

History and Uses of Haunting in the Hudson Valley tracks the ways in which stories of hauntings 

are built by, have sway over, and rely on contemporary, living communities, who employ 

hauntings to address their very current concerns, both metaphorically regarding public memory 

and practically regarding land ownership and preservation. Richardson reminds us that “[t]he 

main work of haunting is done by the living.”345 Thus, the Horseman need not appear to readers 

in the story, or exist in physical form for the townspeople, to serve our and their interests. 

Because of this, our ambivalence toward the Horseman’s ambiguous presence only deepens the 

uncanny affect that surrounds Sleepy Hollow’s “dominant spirit.”346  
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Kruk offers some context for the exact purposes for which the Horseman is invoked. An 

initial reading of the “Legend” indicates the Horseman is primarily used by Brom to frighten his 

rival suitor, outsider Ichabod, out of town. At a more minute level, stories of the Horseman 

shared with Ichabod by local women could represent an ingratiating effort with the schoolmaster, 

an important social figure, who is forthcoming about his interest in the supernatural. At the feast, 

villagers place ghost stories in competition with war stories, culminating in the most obviously 

posturing account of the Horseman presented by Brom. These everyday invocations of the story 

illustrate how central the legend is to those living in the area.  

Brom’s orchestration of the Horseman’s chase, Kruk suggests, represents “the Hudson 

Valley Dutch variation of a charivari.”347 Tracking the character of Ichabod Crane to Irving’s 

real-world friend Jesse Merwin, “a Connecticut Yankee and itinerant schoolmaster” in 

Kinderhook, Kruk reports that Merwin’s reluctance to marry a woman he was courting prompted 

the townspeople to intimidate Merwin into a proposal through a series of ghostly pranks. Kruk 

describes “the ancient custom of a charivari”: “The community often took action when a couple 

dillydallied or shilly-shallied. Tradition called for friends and family to test the couple’s love. 

They’d either drive the man off or drive him to the altar.”348 In this way, the man could leave 

town and the relationship under the guise (or belief) he was pursued by a ghost, or the event 

would prompt him to evaluate his life in the face of mortality and propose. Kruk argues that 

Brom employed a variation of this trick to win Katrina, calling on the well-known local spirit of 

the Headless Horseman to intimidate Ichabod. The Horseman is thus effective for his purposes as 

a costume and need not exist as a verifiable ghost to serve Irving’s plot and characters.  
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3.2.2.2 Hessian 

On a more metaphorical level, the Horseman’s uncanny quality can be connected to the 

return of the repressed. In Freud’s 1919 essay on the uncanny, he establishes a connection 

between the uncanny and the psychological process of repression, writing that the “uncanny is in 

reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and old—established in the mind that has 

been estranged only by the process of repression.”349 Rod Giblett suggests that what Freud points 

to as the familiar and homely repressed is the in-utero experience, and the uncanny therefore 

evokes “contradictory feelings which [Freud] found associated in the minds of adult males with 

female genitalia and in his own mind with the first home of individual human life in the mother’s 

womb.”350 When Freud indicates repression as a “necessary condition for enabling a primitive 

feeling to recur in the shape of an uncanny effect,” he is referencing an individual, psychological 

repression.351  

Richardson, on the other hand, points to hauntings as uncanny in their bringing to light of 

the repressed, but this repression is of a larger cultural scale: “Ghosts operate as a particular, and 

peculiar, kind of social memory, an alternate form of history-making in which things usually 

forgotten, discarded, or repressed become foregrounded, whether as items of fear, regret, 

explanation, or desire.”352 In a chapter on a ghost in Leeds with a shifting identity variously 

aligned with populations historically mistreated in the area (“women, the poor, Native 
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Americans, slaves, immigrants”), Richardson suggests “the unresolved past haunts by virtue of 

its unresolvability, and the diversity of assignations represents attempts to estimate what has 

been lost or to give understandable form to what seems unexplainable or unassimilable.”353 We 

are introduced to the Headless Horseman as “the apparition of a figure on horseback without a 

head. It is said by some to be the ghost of a Hessian trooper, whose head had been carried away 

by a cannon ball, in some nameless battle during the revolutionary war.”354 As with Irving’s “Rip 

Van Winkle,” the “Legend” is in part a commentary on its cultural and historical context.355 

The repressed that the Headless Horseman carries back into Sleepy Hollow is, in part, the 

Revolutionary War. This initial reference to “some nameless battle,” later mentions of Major 

André, and the juxtaposition of war stories and ghost stories at the Van Tassel feast are all details 

that reveal the war’s continued influence in the Hudson Valley. Most compelling, though, is the 

Horseman’s identification as a “Hessian trooper.” Burstein explains: “Early in the American 

Revolution, the British government hired a mercenary army of German-speaking troops from the 

principality of Hesse to supplement the British forces. To the patriots, this was an act of extreme 

callousness on the part of King George III, for the Hessians were alleged to be Europe’s most 

bloodthirsty army.”356 A Hessian soldier is therefore not only especially brutal, but an outsider 

who speaks an unfamiliar language and has little nationalistic stake in the Revolutionary War. 

Richardson writes:  

[T]he ghost represents the problems of historical amnesia in the region. In 
essence, a Hessian killed in the Revolutionary War seems to have little to do with 
either the Dutch or the Yankee protagonist in Sleepy Hollow, and is thus all the 
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more strange and frightening as something whose relevancy cannot be gauged. 
The headless, identityless Hessian killed in a ‘nameless battle’ is thus both a 
historical possibility and a convenient device, the ghost of a mercenary and a 
mercenary ghost.357 
 

A Hessian soldier from the Revolutionary War, the Headless Horseman represents a return of a 

repressed history, but a history that undeniably belongs to this “lap of land among high hills, 

which is one of the quietest places in the whole world.”358 The narrator presents Sleepy Hollow 

as quiet and peaceful while simultaneously referencing the area’s war history.359 

3.2.2.3 Headlessness 

The defining feature of the Headless Horseman is likewise a cultural figure and symbol 

of repression: his head has been violently separated from his body. Without a head, Burstein 

notes, “There is no expression to connect to, no soul to encounter—argument with the Hessian is 

pointless. He/it defies all reciprocity of sensation.”360 Burstein suggests that because “[t]he head 

is the most defining feature of the human being; its removal is a most terrifying prospect. In that 

the constructed duality of body and soul has for so long dominated philosophy and literature, it is 

nearly impossible to conjure the soul—and the sympathetic bond that constitutes our humanity—
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proud grandfather to the young literary enthusiast, added, “He knows it’s a cannonball. He 
doesn’t know about the Revolutionary War, but he knows” these details—and, amazingly, the 
word “Hessian”—through the continued presence of Irving’s “Legend” in popular culture and 
especially in the Sleepy Hollow area. Lynn Moffat (bicentennial planner) and Ken Wray (Sleepy 
Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
360 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 145. 
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except through the imagining eye.”361 The Horseman’s headlessness means, as the song from the 

Disney cartoon goes, “you can’t reason with a headless man.” Further, as Richardson points out, 

“the fact that so many of the ghosts of the [Hudson Valley] region are so inchoate or faded, so 

incapable of being identified” doubles their status as transient outsiders and enables recalibration 

of their stories to serve a variety of purposes.362 When Ichabod senses the figure behind him, “he 

demanded in stammering accents—‘who are you?’ He received no reply. He repeated his 

demand in a still more agitated voice.—Still there was no answer.”363 The Horseman is 

unidentifiable as an individual.  

The Horseman’s headlessness also “speaks” to the return of the repressed he represents. 

Richardson continues, “Embedded in these depictions of ghosts is a problem of communication, 

a loss of essential information, an inability to articulate—something reflected further in the 

general silence of the Hudson Valley’s ghostly population. European ghosts often speak; New 

York area ghosts rarely do.”364 The figure’s headlessness makes him more frightening not 

because, as more recent renditions of the story including the Tim Burton film tend to suggest, he 

now prowls Sleepy Hollow cutting off people’s heads or looking for a new one, but because 

without a face he cannot express or communicate, and without a brain he is an unthinking yet 

powerful body. As Burstein discerns, “If the head and its beseeching eyes represent meaningful 

human contact, the fact that Irving’s headless Hessian cannot be met by a knowing gaze is both 

frightful and appalling.”365 Without a head with which to communicate his intentions, the only 

contact expected of the Horseman is physical and violent.  

                                                
361 Burstein, 145. 
362 Richardson, Possessions, 27. 
363 Irving, Sketch Book, 315-316. 
364 Richardson, Possessions, 27. 
365 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 145. 
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Like any ghost, the Headless Horseman reminds us of our own mortality, but his missing 

head also means, Burstein writes, “whoever crosses [the Horseman’s] path must also be painfully 

aware of the uncertainty of his [sic] own head, his own identity and materiality.”366 And, when 

taking up the hypothesis of survival after death, as Leslie Kean does in her 2017 book, “The 

question here concerns personal survival—a postmortem existence in which distinct traits, 

memories, and emotions are sustained at least by some of us for an unknown period of time. It 

refers to a psychological continuity after death, which makes it possible for the disembodied 

personality to be recognizable by those left behind when communication is received.”367 Without 

a head or face—not to mention the brain, all-important to our modern Cartesian perspective—

this particular Hessian soldier is not recognizable as an individual. Further, his “distinct traits, 

memories, and emotions” logically live in the brain and are expressed in the face. The Headless 

Horseman is a direct image of the uncanny as the familiar made eerily strange: what is more 

familiar than the human form, and what is more disturbingly unhomely than such a form piloted 

without a head?368 

Freud writes of dismemberment in relation to other uncanny phenomena that suggest the 

boundaries of human life and experience, interjecting the statement “Dismembered limbs, a 

severed head, a hand cut off at the wrist, feet which dance by themselves—all these have 

something peculiarly uncanny about them, especially when […] they prove able to move of 

themselves” between mentions of epilepsy and mental illness as revealing the machinery of the 

                                                
366 Burstein, 145. 
367 Leslie Kean, Surviving Death: A Journalist Investigates Evidence for an Afterlife (New York: 
Three Rivers Press, 2017), 6. 
368 Indeed, several popular Halloween figures are representations of de-individualized, dead 
humans: ghosts, zombies, mummies, and skeletons frighten in their monstrous liminality. 
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body in uncanny ways and of being buried alive as “the most uncanny thing of all.”369 Nicholas 

Royle takes up Freud’s assertion that “this kind of uncanniness springs from its association with 

the castration-complex” in his chapter on live burial and expands this psychanalytic explanation 

with examples of loss of eyes or genitals.370  

Dylan Trigg attends to dismemberment as uncanny in his phenomenological text on 

memory and place in connection with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s treatment of phantom limbs in 

his 1945 Phenomenology of Perception. Trigg writes that phantom limbs are “[a]bsent, yet still 

constitutive of a dynamic life-world. In this way, what the phantom limb thematizes on a local 

scale is the mingling of the living and the dead, with absent phenomena overlapping into the 

body and forming the flesh of the present.”371 Similarly, Kean writes that in the uncanny space of 

the séance room, “[t]he more exceptional manifestations within physical mediumship include 

[…] the physical materialization of hands or full human forms.”372 

Dismemberment, and headlessness especially, is frightening in illuminating, again, 

boundaries of human life and experience. Trigg’s phenomenological approach to the subject 

emphasizes the phantom limb’s threat to an objectivist view of humanity, where the brain and its 

rational thought rule the body as a vessel. When the missing body part is, in fact, the head, this 

distinction is made sharper: to be headless is to be pure body and without thought. This makes 

the headless figure even more terrifying, as it cannot be reasoned with; moreover, while obvious, 

that humans cannot live without their brains as they can without an arm or leg, merits mention. 

When Ichabod sees the pursuant figure is headless, this affirms for him that the figure must be 

                                                
369 Freud, “Uncanny,” 14. 
370 Freud, “Uncanny,” 14. See Royle, Uncanny.  
371 Trigg, Uncanny, 295. 
372 Kean, Surviving, 280-281. 
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supernatural. Also worth noting is that the head is not lost but in fact present, as the Headless 

Horseman carries the burdensome appendage with him as he hunts Ichabod, then throws the 

“head” at Ichabod to cause his demise. That the Horseman assaults Ichabod with the head is 

further symbolic in that the Horseman’s headlessness also places him further at odds with 

Ichabod, who as schoolmaster is the most intellectual figure in the village, and who loves eating, 

which is of course an oral act of consumption closed off to the Headless Horseman.  

3.3 Structure 

Now, I turn to Irving’s construction of the “Legend,” specifically examining the 

narration, Irving’s descriptions, and the embodied reading experience. First, I address the 

complicated narration dynamic at work in the story, the narrator as character presence, and 

Irving’s use of foreshadowing. I then discuss descriptive passages, particularly those about food 

and Ichabod’s walks. Lastly, I address the embodied reading experience associated with the 

“Legend,” in particular attending to Irving’s attention to his characters’ physicality and his 

techniques for controlling the pace at which readers move through the story. 

3.3.1 Narration 

The layered narration dynamic Irving utilizes in the “Legend” contributes to a sense of 

the uncanny by again balancing presence and absence. It is unclear exactly what role we are to 

conclude the narrator holds in the events and community of Sleepy Hollow. This confusion 

begins immediately, as suggestions of an oral history of the story appear in the title and 

postscript. “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” appears in Irving’s The Sketch Book of Geoffrey 

Crayon, Gent., serially published between 1819 and 1820, with the qualification “Found among 

the Papers of the late Diedrich Knickerbocker” appearing under the story’s title to distinguish the 

narrator from Geoffrey Crayon. Diedrich Knickerbocker is the pseudonym Irving used to publish 
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A History of New York in 1809 (which has its own compelling history, including perhaps the first 

American literary publicity stunt).373 These pseudonymous cloaks were not necessarily intended 

to hide Irving’s true identity—he was barely known at the time of his History’s publication, 

having been born to a merchant family and written publicly only a few essays—but rather 

allowed for more fictionalizing and satire without claims toward serious biography (as Irving 

would later attempt with Columbus and his Life of Washington, with enormous success). 

However, the Crayon and Knickerbocker pseudonyms distance the narrator’s voice from that of 

Irving, solidifying these books’ position in the realm of fiction. Thus, the “Legend” begins as 

found by Crayon but written and narrated by Knickerbocker, a familiar voice following the 

success of A History of New York.  

The narrator of the “Legend” is shown to be an outsider to Sleepy Hollow, though with 

more claim to the area than Ichabod, as he reports childhood memories there as well as a good 

deal of local knowledge, including of happenings that occur after Ichabod’s disappearance. 

Throughout the story, readers are to take these stories and observations as belonging to 

Knickerbocker. However, a postscript “found in the handwriting of Mr. Knickerbocker” appears 

on the penultimate page revealing, “The preceding Tale is given, almost in the precise words in 

which I heard it,” throwing the identity of the true storyteller into question.374 When 

Knickerbocker originally heard the story, it was at a meeting in Manhattan, and its “narrator was 

a pleasant, shabby, gentlemanly old fellow, in pepper and salt clothes, with a sadly humorous 

face, and one whom I strongly suspected of being poor, he made such efforts to be 

entertaining.”375 Now, we learn that not only are these “almost […] the precise words” of some 
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other storyteller, but Knickerbocker implies the account may be exaggerated, as that storyteller 

“made such efforts to be entertaining.” Finally, the storyteller who shared Ichabod’s adventure 

with Knickerbocker and others at this meeting in the city admits he does not “‘believe one half of 

it [him]self.’”376 Therefore, this storyteller must have heard about Ichabod from someone else, 

likely someone more connected to Sleepy Hollow, and the childhood memories and local 

knowledge presented could be, as far as a reader of Knickerbocker’s overheard version published 

in Crayon’s Sketch Book is concerned, anyone’s. So, while somewhere in the lineage of the 

telling of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” the story was shared by a close outsider to the village, 

we receive the story at, even at an unrealistically low minimum guess, four degrees removed.377 

This is all to say: the story’s narration is complicated. To discuss the narrator as a 

character, I am temporarily suspending the postscript while carefully not conflating the narrator 

with Knickerbocker, whose memories these most likely are not. (Of course, the statement “The 

preceding Tale is given, almost in the precise words in which I heard it” leaves quite a bit of 

room for ambiguity as to what of the final story belongs to Knickerbocker.378 As Knickerbocker 

is a New York figure with fictional qualities similar to Irving’s biographical details, these could 

very well be his memories of Sleepy Hollow added in, especially those that appear at the very 

beginning of the piece.) Regardless, our narrator is another outsider, though with more link to 

Sleepy Hollow than Ichabod has. The narrator is a definite presence in the story, offering not 

only his own memories but more frequently his own character judgments and suspicions about 

                                                
376 Irving, 320. 
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the supernatural. The narration primarily takes a limited third-person perspective with access 

primarily to Ichabod but also frequently uses a first-person voice. 

3.3.1.1 Active Narration and Narrator as Character 

The main memory of Sleepy Hollow offered by the narrator appears on the first page of 

the story is a reference to “my first exploit in squirrel shooting” having occurred there in his 

childhood.379 Interestingly, Richardson compares this incident, marking the narrator’s arrival in 

the village, with the early description of Ichabod in his school house to argue that, in Irving’s 

works: 

production of hauntings derives largely from the acts of intruding others, who 
both find and make more alien the residues of the regional past, and who read 
local scenes through perspectives conducive to seeing ghosts. Both the interloping 
Ichabod and the narrator of ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ are implicated here. 
That Irving intends to conjoin these two is suggested in parallel scenes early in the 
narrative. In the opening, the narrator recollects breaking the peculiar quiet of 
Sleepy Hollow—represented by the ‘murmur’ of the brook—with the report of his 
gun while squirrel hunting there in his boyhood; a page or two later, we are told 
that ‘the low murmur’ of Ichabod’s pupils is ‘interrupted now and then by the 
authoritative voice of the master, in the tone of menace or command.’ Both 
Ichabod and the narrator are intruders with an eye for the supernatural, who find 
themselves for moments of time among the suggestive landscapes, hazy history, 
and somewhat ‘peculiar’ people along the Hudson. And although the locals may 
have their ghost stories, these intruders figure prominently in the creation of 
haunted-place legends in that they draw these images out of the ‘sequestered 
glens’ and run them into a main stream, fashioning and reproducing them for 
nonlocal audiences.380 
 

The narrator, like Ichabod, is not just an outside, visiting presence, but a disruptive one—with 

both his gunshot sound and his dissemination of local knowledge and legend. Unlike Ichabod, 

however, the narrator suggests he might retire in Sleepy Hollow: “If I should ever wish for a 

retreat, whither I might steal from the world and its distractions, and dream quietly away the 
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remnant of a troubled life, I know of none more promising than this little valley.”381 There is no 

question, regardless, that our narrator has been to the village—and, until we reach the postscript, 

it seems we are to assume he heard Ichabod’s story in conversation there—while he admits 

“many years have elapsed since I trod the drowsy shades of Sleepy Hollow.”382  

Moreover, the narrator’s involvement with Sleepy Hollow obviously outlasts Ichabod’s 

up to the present-day of the story’s publication, as he reports the events of the story as having 

occurred 30 years prior and is able to give updates about alleged hauntings by Ichabod and the 

rerouting of the road that included the Headless Horseman’s former bridge.383 Still, it remains 

clear throughout the story that while the narrator enjoys Sleepy Hollow and finds it peaceful, he 

also is judgmental of its villagers, who he finds superstitious, and sees it as a stagnant place 

outside of time, where “population, manners, and customs, remain fixed, while the great torrent 

of migration and improvement, which is making such incessant changes in other parts of this 

restless country, sweeps by […] unobserved.”384 (I will return to this statement’s ideological 

insinuations in Chapter 4.)  

This ambiguity appears in the narrator’s descriptions of characters as well. I have already 

suggested this in my discussion of the narrator’s defense of Ichabod’s use of corporeal 

punishment as schoolmaster, but such balanced assessments of character are not reserved for the 

story’s protagonist. Even Hans Van Ripper, a minor character in this story and twice described in 

the first paragraph he appears as “choleric,” receives the narrator’s praise as “a furious rider” of 

horses who has an intimate enough relationship with the horse he lets Ichabod borrow to 
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“infuse[…] some of his own spirit into the animal”—and for the horse, Gunpowder, to return to 

Van Ripper’s home the morning after the fateful chase.385 The narrator offers a similar 

observation about Brom Bones, the most direct antagonist of the story, reporting Brom “was 

famed for great knowledge and skill in horsemanship.”386 These two seemingly unlikeable 

characters are to some degree softened and redeemed by their ability to relate to animals; this 

treatment may have some equivalent in Ichabod’s positioning as schoolmaster and instructor of 

psalmody and description of him as willing to “sit with a child on one knee, and rock a cradle 

with his foot, for whole hours together” in the homes where he stayed.387  

The narrator continues his reading of Brom Bones, rival suitor for Katrina, as “having a 

mingled air of fun and arrogance” and with “more mischief than ill will in his composition.”388 

While only a negative force for Ichabod—though he is unaware of the degree of Brom’s 

“mischief” at his expense, attributing Brom’s pranks to supernatural influence first after break-

ins at the school house and then in his flight from the “Headless Horseman”—the narrator views 

Brom as the rest of the village community does: “with a mixture of awe, admiration, and good 

will,” and likely behind any “mad cap prank” in town.389 And, again, the narrator does not 

remove less commendable aspects of Ichabod’s personality from his characterization, whether in 

his inclusion of the community’s preconceptions of the schoolmaster position, Ichabod’s 

presumptuous courtship of Katrina, or more minor commentaries, for example: “It was a matter 

                                                
385 Irving, 307, 317. In fact, the narrator provides even the Headless Horseman with a 
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of no little vanity to him on Sundays, to take his station in front of the church gallery, with a 

band of chosen singers.”390 The narrator’s assessments allow readers to have some distance from 

the events of the story and follow the narrator as surrogate and guide. The narrator instructs on 

how to perceive characters beyond their actions—as is especially true with Brom, whose Disney 

incarnation misses much of the nuance and likability Irving lends him—by providing both local 

context and one person’s (the narrator’s) feelings about them as parts of their overall 

characterizations. 

The narrator is without question a character presence in the story. He certainly functions 

to provide guidance through the story, for example stating outright important turning points: 

“From the moment Ichabod laid his eyes upon these regions of delight, the peace of his mind was 

at an end, and his only study was how to gain the affections of the peerless daughter of Van 

Tassel.”391 However, he also offers commentary on the personalities of Ichabod, Brom, and 

others as well as Sleepy Hollow as a destination, as well as on more abstract topics and his own 

storytelling. For example, the narrator gives commentary on courtship: “I profess not to know 

how women’s hearts are wooed and won.”392 Regarding his own storytelling, the narrator 

acknowledges when he repeats himself—“It was, as I have said, a fine autumnal day”—and 

explains narrative choices.393 A direct instance of this narrator explanation occurs following his 
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description of the dinner spread at the Van Tassel feast: “I want breath and time to discuss this 

banquet as it deserves, and am too eager to get on with my story. Happily, Ichabod Crane was 

not in so great a hurry as his historian, but did ample justice to every dainty.”394 Interestingly, the 

narrator identifies himself as “[Ichabod’s] historian” here, suggesting that he is reporting fact, as 

a historian might, rather than crafting a narrative as a storyteller.  

Another significant instance of the narrator’s presence in the “Legend” serves to further 

confuse the story’s ending: after the feast, at which Ichabod’s courtship of Katrina seems to be 

going well, Ichabod leaves the house quickly and disappointed: “What passed at this interview I 

will not pretend to say, for in fact I do not know. Something, however, I fear me, must have gone 

wrong, for he certainly sallied forth, after no great interval, with an air quite desolate and chop-

fallen.”395 The narrator is not omniscient, even when it comes to Ichabod, about whom he has 

plenty of other personal information that would not have been provided secondhand, including 

how frightened Ichabod was when walking alone with descriptions of the specific affective 

elements of his surroundings that scared him. Rather, the narrator is a judgmental character in his 

own right, with his own familiarity with Sleepy Hollow that informs his storytelling.  

3.3.1.2 Foreshadowing 

The story’s lively narration enables Irving to build doubt about the story’s supernatural 

presences through foreshadowing, especially surrounding the character of Brom Bones. This 

foreshadowing contributes greatly to the overall ambivalent reading experience. Subtle enough to 

pass over upon first reading but frequent enough to recognize on subsequent reads after exposure 
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to the postscript, this foreshadowing allows readers to conclude an entirely earthly explanation of 

Ichabod’s encounter with the Headless Horseman.  

However, these revealing details appear in combination with the narrator’s assertions 

about the magical quality of Sleepy Hollow and his willingness to understand the village’s 

ghosts’ stories and motivations. For example, the narrator suggests the churchyard is haunted 

because its “sequestered situation” is attractive to ghosts and explains Dutch communities have 

more ghosts than elsewhere because the communities’ makeup of families is more stable, 

meaning the long-dead still have relatives in the same places they dwelled in life: “[T]here is no 

encouragement for ghosts in most of our villages, for they have scarce had time to finish their 

first nap, and turn themselves in their graves, before their surviving friends have travelled away 

from the neighbourhood, so that when they turn out of a night to walk the rounds, they have no 

acquaintance left to call upon.”396 The narrator appears to take hauntings seriously and on their 

own terms, though he simultaneously reveals Brom as a recognized prankster with good reason 

to want his rival suitor Ichabod out of town, even reporting an earlier trick Brom played to take 

advantage of superstitious Ichabod. 

The narrator reveals that because Ichabod will not duel Brom for Katrina’s hand, Brom 

resorts to less direct efforts to best the schoolmaster: Ichabod “left Brom no alternative but to 

draw upon the funds of rustic waggery in his disposition, and to play off boorish practical jokes 

upon his rival.”397 Ichabod’s outsider status and proclivity toward the supernatural make him an 

easy target. The narrator shares in introducing Brom: “The neighbours looked upon him with a 

mixture of awe, admiration, and good will; and when any mad cap prank, or rustic brawl, 
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occurred in the vicinity, always shook their heads, and warranted Brom Bones was at the bottom 

of it.”398 Therefore, when the Headless Horseman pursues him, Richardson points out, “Ichabod 

simply does not have the local knowledge to suspect that the ghost might be Brom Bones in 

disguise.”399 The story’s ending, and especially Brom’s role in it, is foreshadowed by an earlier 

incident in which Brom and his friends “broke into the school house at night, in spite of its 

formidable fastenings of withe and window stakes, and turned every thing topsy-turvy, so that 

the poor schoolmaster began to think all the witches in the country held their meetings there.”400 

Prior to the feast, we learn that Brom has a valid conflict with Ichabod he cannot directly 

express as Ichabod is (smartly) unwilling to challenge Brom physically, as well as a propensity 

for playing pranks, skill with horses, and a reputation as for mischief among the villagers. Brom 

has already succeeded in gaslighting Ichabod into believing something supernatural is behind the 

break-in at the well-secured school house. We see Brom arrive to the Van Tassel farm “on his 

favourite steed Daredevil” then watch Ichabod dance with Katrina “while Brom Bones, sorely 

smitten with love and jealousy, sat brooding by himself in one corner.”401 When, finally, our 

human antagonist “burst[s] into a hearty laugh at the mention of the pumpkin; which led some to 

suspect that he knew more about the matter than he chose to tell,” this human explanation for the 

chase makes an enormous amount of sense.402 Combined with the inconsistencies in stories about 

the Horseman—does he “suddenly turn[…] into a skeleton” as in the story of Brouwer or 

                                                
398 Irving, 303. 
399 Richardson, Possessions, 60. 
400 Irving, Sketch Book, 305. This foreshadowing event is further foreshadowed in the description 
of the school house as “most ingeniously secured at vacant hours, by a withe twisted in the 
handle of the door, and stakes set against the window shutters; so that though a thief might get in 
with perfect ease, he would find some embarrassment in getting out” (Irving, 296). 
401 Irving, 309, 310-311. 
402 Irving, 319. 



 129 

“vanish[…] in a flash of fire” as Brom suggests?—and the figure’s behavior during the chase—

“now Ichabod cast a look behind to see if his pursuer should vanish, according to rule, in a flash 

of fire and brimstone. Just then he saw the goblin rising in his stirrups, and in the very act of 

hurling his head at him”—it seems clear Brom is behind the incident.403 

3.3.1.3 Irving 

As a final note about the narrator, it is worth making a clear distinction between the many 

layers of narration in the “Legend” and Irving himself. The character of the narrator has much in 

common with Irving, from his views on religion and corporeal punishment of children to his 

familiarity with Sleepy Hollow, though conflating the two is something Irving clearly tried to 

downplay by donning a series of narrating masks. The narrator is thus a distinct personality 

separate from Irving. Regardless, I want to briefly lend some biographical detail here to enrich 

the story and its narration. Irving’s father William, often called “the Deacon,” was intensely 

religious and opposed to the arts, though he was a passionate singer of psalms.404 Irving includes 

several digs at religion in the story: Ichabod’s pompous seriousness regarding his role as singing 

master and his exploitation of this religious role to visit Katrina at home, as well as Ichabod’s 

reliance on psalms as his own counterpart to the villagers’ superstitions, are evidence of this.405  

Additionally, the lengthy introduction of Ichabod’s practices as schoolmaster serves 

several purposes, one of which is to promote a model of more appropriate, in Irving’s view, 

corporeal punishment in schools: “Your mere puny stripling, that winced at the least flourish of 

the rod, was passed by with indulgence; but the claims of justice were satisfied, by inflicting a 

double portion on some little, tough, wrong headed, broad skirted Dutch urchin, who sulked and 
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swelled and grew dogged and sullen beneath the birch.”406 In his own childhood, biographer 

Brian Jay Jones writes, Irving was more “mere puny stripling” than “tough” when faced with a 

teacher who practiced “‘horsing,’ in which ill-behaved male students were rigorously swatted on 

their bare backsides.”407 In fact, Irving “went largely unpunished for his part in any trouble not 

because he was a teacher’s pet but because his delicate stomach made it nearly impossible for 

him to bear the sight of his classmates being disciplined.”408 Ichabod takes some of Irving’s own 

teacher’s fairness toward the author in his treatment of his Sleepy Hollow pupils, and the narrator 

affirms the importance of Ichabod’s caution in this area.  

Lastly, the narrator describes Sleepy Hollow with some of the same words Irving 

frequently employed with reference to his Sunnyside home later in life, between stretches spent 

at Sunnyside in Irvington during his time as minister to Spain. Most telling with regard to 

Irving’s longstanding dream of retiring in the Sleepy Hollow area is the narrator’s statement: “If 

I should ever wish for a retreat, whither I might steal from the world and its distractions, and 

dream quietly away the remnant of a troubled life, I know of none more promising than this little 

valley.”409 Irving himself retired just outside Sleepy Hollow in Irvington, and Sunnyside has 

since become a celebratory tourist site that is the basis for the next chapter of this project. Both 

Irving and the narrator of his “Legend” look upon the Sleepy Hollow area “with all possible 

laud.”410 
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3.3.2 Description 

While the narration of the “Legend” colors the reading experience lively, simultaneously 

involved and observational, what makes the story so readily translatable in tourism is its 

prominence and sensory intensity of description that marks Sleepy Hollow as an enchanted 

place. Moffat began the press conference introducing the 18-month bicentennial celebration by 

listing some of Irving’s varied contributions to the region, New York State, and the United 

States, concluding: “Irving is truly our first creative placemaker.”411 Aside from Irving’s wide-

ranging accomplishments in establishing each as a unique place, the author’s descriptive writing 

performs important placemaking work, particularly for Sleepy Hollow in the “Legend.” The 

story balances long, evocative passages about the setting or, frequently, food, with plot elements 

like Ichabod’s pursuit of Katrina and subsequent pursuit by (what appears to be) the Headless 

Horseman. These descriptions, especially those that characterize the setting as enchanted and 

inherently magical, make for a deeply affective reading experience that primes readers to be 

interested in visiting the setting’s real-world counterpart. 

The frequency and quality of descriptive passages in the “Legend” build a sense of 

uncanny affect aligned with that now being curated in Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding area at 

tourist sites. As noted previously, Zappen explains: “Affect can be either non-bodily or bodily 

and can be evoked via texts and images insofar as they are non-signifying and non-

referential.”412 Referencing Julia Kristeva, Zappen writes that affect “can be evoked directly by 
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literary texts through unconventional syntax and sights and sounds and silences. Affect thus 

emerges within and is therefore inseparable from signification. Indeed, from a psychoanalytic 

perspective, all signifying activity is both semiotic and symbolic, both affective and 

linguistic.”413 Uncanny affect circulates through “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” not strictly 

because of its content, but in the techniques Irving uses to craft the story’s language. By 

referencing details typical of gothic literature like a description of Ichabod “carr[ying] his whip 

perpendicularly in his hand, like a sceptre,” Irving fosters the uncanny by juxtaposing the 

comforts of home with the unsettlingly unhomely, and characterizes Sleepy Hollow as an 

enchanted and haunted place.414 Narrative events and descriptions of setting are made affective 

through the complex narration that involves the reader as though in personal connection with the 

narrator and, as I will address now, sensory detail in descriptions.  

3.3.2.1 Food?  

Giblett separates the uncanny from the aesthetic trifecta of the sublime, the picturesque, 

and the beautiful in that “the latter three privilege the distancing sense of sight, the uncanny 

engages the sense of smell which is much more up close and personal, though not as immediate 

as touch and taste.”415 Irving elevates description in the “Legend” beyond sights and sounds—

though both play prominent roles, human senses of vision and hearing are shown to be 

untrustworthy, as Ichabod is repeatedly frightened by animal noises and oddly shaped trees—for 

an immersive entrance into the uncanny. Giblett continues: “The uncanny associated with smell 

(as Freud did) is a sublimation to some extent of the uncanny associated with taste and touch. 

The uncanny is evoked by what is not seen, which could not only be what is smelt, but also what 
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is tasted and touched.”416 As I addressed in the section on Ichabod, much description in the 

“Legend” is devoted to food, and Ichabod’s “appetite for the marvellous, and his powers of 

digesting it” mirror his appetite for food and his ability to digest it with “the dilating powers of 

an Anaconda.”417 Considering the frequent use of food-related words to describe Katrina, 

introduced as “plump as a partridge; ripe and melting and rosy cheeked as one of her father’s 

peaches,” the significant role of a pumpkin not used for food, and juxtaposition of live animals 

with their dead forms presented at the Van Tassel feast, the “Legend” has an uncanny and 

uncomfortable relationship to the food its protagonist covets and adores.418 

Two particularly striking descriptions of “food” appear in relation to Van Tassel’s farm: 

upon Ichabod’s initial entrance to the estate, which I focus on here, and again during the Van 

Tassel feast. Upon Ichabod’s first visit, he quickly recognizes the value of the estate and 

especially the barn, where the Van Tassels’ many animals go about their daily business. In the 

narrator’s description, these animals are shown to act intelligently and emotionally: “[R]ows of 

pigeons, some with one eye turned up, as if watching the weather, some with their heads under 

their wings, or buried in their bosoms, and others, swelling, and cooing, and bowing about their 

dames, were enjoying the sunshine on the roof.”419 Guinea fowl in the yard are shown “fretting 

about it like ill tempered housewives, with their peevish discontented cry.”420 Most striking is the 

description of a rooster: “that pattern of a husband, a warrior, and a fine gentleman, clapping his 

burnished wings, and crowing in the pride and gladness of his heart—sometimes tearing up the 
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earth with his feet, and then generously calling his ever hungry family of wives and children to 

enjoy the rich morsel which he had discovered.”421  

As Jeffrey Moussaieff Masson and Susan McCarthy point out in their book on animal 

emotions, “Animals’ presumed lack of feeling has provided a major excuse for treating them 

badly. This has been so extreme that animals were long regarded as unable to feel pain, physical 

or emotional.”422 The narrator here describes various animals—I have referenced only birds here, 

but he describes pigs similarly—as behaving comparably to humans, echoing the story’s 

characters in their similar “swelling” and “cooing” at women and the “ill tempered housewives” 

annoyed by their husbands tarrying in Tarry Town, and as experiencing emotions like 

“discontent,” “enjoy[ment],” and “pride.” These images of the animals’ idyllic lives at the Van 

Tassel estate are quickly followed up with a greedy daydream of Ichabod’s. 

As Ichabod observes these animals,  

The pedagogue’s mouth watered, as he looked upon this sumptuous promise of 
luxurious winter fare. In his devouring mind’s eye, he pictured to himself every 
roasting pig running about with a pudding in his belly, and an apple in his mouth; 
the pigeons were snugly put to bed in a comfortable pie, and tucked in with a 
coverlet of crust; […] and even bright chanticleer himself lay sprawling on his 
back, in a side dish, with uplifted claws, as if craving that quarter, which his 
chivalrous spirit disdained to ask while living.423 
 

This homely, comforting meal—eating, of course, involves most prominently taste and smell—is 

described immediately following the mention of the rooster sharing a found treat with “his ever 

hungry family of wives and children.”424 As upon seeing the barn, Ichabod looks across the Van 

Tassel estate not as admirer but as assessor of the family’s wealth. Even as he appreciates the 
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emotions and relationships the animals clearly display, Ichabod does not consider their interests 

(in continued life). This mirrors on a smaller scale Ichabod’s experience of Sleepy Hollow and 

its residents: he enjoys being in an enchanted place, listens to the stories that interest him, and 

eats the food and enjoys the company of local families, but, ultimately, he considers them 

superstitious country folk and their village a stop on his way to something better in “Kentucky, 

Tennessee, or the Lord knows where!”425 Ichabod is more consumer than participant. 

3.3.2.2 Walking with the Senses 

For Giblett, “The uncanny evokes the horrifying and fascinating that engages with the 

corporeal and visceral.”426 Most often, the uncanny is associated with what is not seen but 

perceived, as when Ichabod turns around for a glimpse of the Headless Horseman and is “horror 

struck, on perceiving that he was headless!”427 Even this vision-based perception points to what 

is not seen—the Horseman’s head—as the element that inspires horror in Ichabod. Giblett 

asserts, “The senses of hearing and smell, rather than sight, are the senses for perceiving the 

uncanny.”428 In semiotic terms, sensations heard, smelled, and sometimes felt (as with wind or 

mist but not direct reciprocal touch) act as indexes of the uncanny pointing to the presence of 

something unsettling.  

As with passages around food, especially sensory descriptions also appear in the 

corresponding scenes of Ichabod making his way home through the woods. Irving’s “Legend” 

features some paired scenes, as Richardson notes in linking the characters of the narrator and 

Ichabod through “parallel scenes early in the narrative” in which each makes a loud noise that 
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disrupts the quiet of Sleepy Hollow—an instance of the sense of hearing.429 A particularly 

uncanny precursor to the famous chase at the end of the “Legend” comes six pages into the story 

as Ichabod walks home from an evening of reading “old Mather’s direful tales, until the 

gathering dusk of evening made the printed page a mere mist before his eyes.”430 Ichabod is 

plagued by sounds without visible sources: 

Then, as he wended his way, by swamp and stream and awful woodland, to the 
farm house where he happened to be quartered, every sound of nature, at that 
witching hour, fluttered his excited imagination: the moan of the whip-poor-will 
from the hill side; the boding cry of the tree toad, that harbinger of storm; the 
dreary hooting of the screech owl; or the sudden rustling in the thicket, of birds 
frightened from their roost.431  
 

It is worth noting the specific reference to “swamp and stream and awful woodland”: these are 

locales that obscure, whether beneath the water’s surface or between the trees. Giblett, an 

Australian scholar, is particularly concerned with swamps as uncanny places, and names “the 

wetland as the uncanny place par excellence.”432 Giblett writes: “The swamp world is a primal 

phenomenon not only of history, but also of geography and corporeality, the grotesque lower 

earthly and bodily strata. Rather than aesthetic sublimation into earthly transcendence, the 

swamp world desublimates the earthly and transcendent into slimy and bodily immanence and 

into the psychological uncanny and spiritual melancholy.”433 This passage also reinforces 

Ichabod’s transience in Sleepy Hollow with reference “to the farm house where he happened to 

be quartered”—as the narrator informed us two pages earlier, as schoolmaster, Ichabod has no 

residence of his own but stays with his students’ families for a week at a time. 
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Most prominently in this passage, animal presences are ambiguous and ghostly. Across 

Hudson Valley haunting lore, Richardson affirms, “A fine line between the natural and the 

supernatural is suggested by the numerous tales in which animals are mistaken for ghosts.”434 

Wildlife surrounding Ichabod here seem to sense something he does not. The tree toad warns of 

an incoming storm, as the pigeons in the Van Tassel yard keep an eye to the sky, and as in the 

village legend of “the woman in white, that haunted the dark glen at Raven Rock, and was often 

heard to shriek on winter nights before a storm, having perished there in the snow.”435 Something 

scares birds into departing their roost, causing “sudden rustling,” and even the birds minding 

their own business at some distance seem to Ichabod to produce foreboding “moan[s]” and 

“dreary hooting.” The passage continues: “The fire flies, too, which sparkled most vividly in the 

darkest places, now and then startled him, as one of uncommon brightness would stream across 

his path; and if, by chance, a huge blockhead of a beetle came winging his blundering flight 

against him, the poor varlet was ready to give up the ghost, with the idea that he was struck with 

a witch’s token.”436 The fireflies are the only visual detail in the passage, and the clarity they 

bring to “the darkest places” with their “uncommon brightness” “startle[s]” rather than reassures 

Ichabod. The sensation of colliding with a beetle takes place in the realm of touch. Irving’s use 

of the colloquialism “give up the ghost” and reference to “a witch’s token,” as well as “that 

witching hour,” contribute to the overall supernatural tone of the story and color these 

phenomena readers know are natural as Ichabod perceives them. 

Almost immediately following this passage, similar description fleshes out another of 

Ichabod’s nervous walks, this time home from trading ghost stories with local women. Both this 
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passage and the former indicate Ichabod spends a good deal of time indulging in ghost stories 

and having to then walk home through Sleepy Hollow’s woods, usually frightened: “It was often 

his delight” to read his volume of supernatural lore, and Ichabod likewise was happy “to pass 

long winter evenings with the old Dutch wives.”437 Humorously, the narrator praises Ichabod’s 

“appetite for the marvellous, and his powers for digesting it” immediately before showing the 

fearful schoolmaster singing psalms “either to drown thought, or drive away evil spirits” as he 

quickly makes his way home from both of his frequent nightly activities.438 This second 

descriptive passage reports Ichabod’s walk back from “snugly cuddling in the chimney corner of 

a chamber that was all of a ruddy glow from the crackling wood fire, and where, of course, no 

spectre dared to show its face.”439 No longer protected by the light of the fire in the village’s 

comforting interiors, Ichabod again makes his way through Sleepy Hollow in the dark: 

What fearful shapes and shadows beset his path, amidst the dim and ghastly glare 
of a snowy night!—With what wistful look did he eye every trembling ray of light 
streaming across the waste fields from some distant window!—How often was he 
appalled by some shrub covered in snow, which like a sheeted spectre beset his 
very path!—He often did he shrink with curdling awe at the sound of his own 
steps on the frosty crust beneath his feet; and dread to look over his shoulder, lest 
he should behold some uncouth being tramping close behind him!—and how 
often was he thrown into complete dismay by some rushing blast, howling among 
the trees, in the idea that it was the galloping Hessian on one of his nightly 
scourings.440 
 

This passage emphasizes the visual more than the last as Ichabod longs to return to the light. The 

snow casts a “dim and ghastly glare” in contrast to the “light streaming across the waste fields 

from some distant window.” Ichabod is again outside and an outsider: though he can spend his 
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evenings enjoying locals’ hospitality, he does not belong inside and in the end must tangle with 

Sleepy Hollow unprotected.  

Additionally, though this description is largely based in the sense of vision, this sense is 

shown to be unreliable. Ichabod is as frightened upon seeing “some shrub covered in snow,” 

which to him resembles “a sheeted spectre,” a classic image of the ghost, as he is “at the sound 

of his own steps” in the snow. Ichabod’s sense of hearing, as in the previous passage, tricks 

him—but so does his vision. In fact, Ichabod would prefer to avoid engaging his sight too much, 

as to see the Horseman would be more confirmational than just hearing him. Though Ichabod is 

frightened hearing his own footsteps and could look behind him to verify he was not being 

followed, he is “dread to look over his shoulder, lest he should behold some uncouth being 

tramping close behind him!” The passage ends with another instance of the sense of touch linked 

to the supernatural: Ichabod is “thrown into complete dismay by” the sensation and sound of 

wind. 

Irving uses wind to indicate presence or influence of the Headless Horseman throughout 

the story in a clever address to the sense of touch. As in the passage currently in focus, wind is 

often described as a “rushing blast.” This language recalls the Headless Horseman’s defining 

incident, when a cannonball separated his head and body. The narrator’s initial description of the 

Headless Horseman reveals: “the ghost rides forth to the scene of battle in nightly quest of his 

head, and that the rushing speed with which he sometimes passes along the hollow, like a 

midnight blast, is owing to his being belated, and in a hurry to get back to the church yard before 

day break.”441 The Horseman “is ever and anon seen by the country folk, hurrying along in the 
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gloom of night, as if on the wings of the wind.”442 Walking home through the snow, Ichabod’s 

visibility is decreased, so the wind as “some rushing blast, howling among the trees” is 

particularly eerie due to his being already vulnerable.  

Later, as Ichabod rides home from the Van Tassel feast on the borrowed horse 

Gunpowder, he passes Major André’s tree, about which he has just heard stories: “As Ichabod 

approached this fearful tree, he began to whistle; he thought his whistle was answered: it was but 

a blast sweeping sharply through the dry branches.”443 Again, wind felt and heard is an 

ambiguous presence and possible signifier of the Headless Horseman. It is worth noting that the 

early physical description of Ichabod the narrator provides compares his nose to “a weathercock 

perched upon his spindle neck, to tell which way the wind blew.”444 Ichabod is thus perhaps 

especially sensitive to the presence of the Horseman. And, finally, when the “Horseman” 

overtakes Ichabod in the final chase, Ichabod “was tumbled headlong into the dust, and 

Gunpowder, the black steed, and the goblin rider, passed by like a whirlwind.”445 Cold spots and 

drafts in homes are, at least in popular culture, indications of hauntings, but wind in Irving’s 

“Legend” is further directly tied to the figure of the Headless Horseman through description.446 

3.3.3 Embodied Reading Experience  

The frequency and degree of sensory detail in Irving’s descriptive language through the 

“Legend” create a vivid, multisensory sense of place readily exploitable for tourism. I argue the 

reading experience in addition to the story’s content facilitate a desire to visit the setting’s real-
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world counterpart. Irving directs readers to pay attention to the bodies of characters, then 

addresses readers’ own bodies through evocative description that appeals to the senses, 

especially those apart from sight, and other techniques that influence the embodied reading 

experience. I utilize Ellen Esrock’s work on transomatization as the basis for my discussion of 

felt resonances and pacing in Irving’s “Legend.”447  

3.3.3.1 Directed to the Body 

I have already pointed to Irving’s practice of scattering references to the supernatural in 

non-supernatural contexts to shade the “Legend” in the Gothic, especially with regard to 

characters’ bodies. The early description of Ichabod as resembling a “genius of famine 

descending upon the earth, or some scarecrow eloped from a cornfield” is an example of such 

uncanny description, as are the references to witches in the passages discussed above: “that 

witching hour,” “a witch’s token.”448 The physical description of Ichabod’s oddly proportioned, 

gangly physique as well as the repeated descriptions aligning Katrina with food present strange, 

unhomely bodies. It is not only the Headless Horseman whose body is eerily unnatural. Ichabod 

seems out of control of his body except when dancing: “[T]o have seen his loosely hung frame in 

full motion, and clattering about the room, you would have thought Saint Vitus himself, that 

blessed patron of the dance, was figuring before you in person.”449 (The religious also appears 

frequently in the story, both aligned with and in relief against the uncanny, as with Ichabod’s 

instruction of local children in psalmody and especially when Hans Van Ripper finds in the 

belongings Ichabod left behind both “a book of psalm tunes” and books on witchcraft.)450 When 
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Ichabod mounts Gunpowder to travel to the Van Tassel feast, atop the “gaunt and shagged” 

borrowed horse, the pair were “altogether such an apparition as is seldom to be met with in broad 

day light.”451 

Ichabod’s body is presented as unnatural if not supernatural, while Katrina’s body is 

presented as consumable. Most frequently described as “blooming,” Katrina is shown to be 

“plump as a partridge; ripe and melting and rosy cheeked as one of her father’s peaches” and “so 

tempting a morsel” to perpetually hungry Ichabod.452 The narrator compares Ichabod’s courtship 

of Katrina to “carv[ing] his way to the centre of a Christmas pie.”453 Brom, meanwhile, is 

compared to animals, especially when courting Katrina with the “endearments of a bear,” 

intimidating rival suitors “who felt no inclination to cross a lion in his amours.”454 Brom is 

presented as powerful but altogether natural. These character descriptions prominently feature 

physical bodies through which characters experience the sensory and contribute to the story’s 

legendary quality by offering shorthand references for major figures. This attention to characters’ 

unnatural bodies primes readers for a body-focused approach to the story, which combines with 

sensory description and a devotion to setting to build a strong sense of unique place. 

The story’s pacing and parallel scenes like Ichabod’s walks home echoed later in the final 

chase serve to create a sense of place and time in the reader’s body. The experience of reading 

Irving’s “Legend” is felt and mirrored in the body of the reader who simulates the characters’ 

sensory and motor sensations and experiences uncanny affect ripe for transomatization. This 

embodied reading experience, which makes Sleepy Hollow personally felt to readers who have 
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never been in the “real” place, is part of the story’s appeal for touristic reconstruction. Certainly, 

there are differences between an embodied reading experience and a physical experience in 

place. I argue these differences spark interest in visiting the Sleepy Hollow area in New York: 

the reading experience suggests uncanny affect that extends beyond the read story-place into the 

real-world Sleepy Hollow. My approach to embodied reading draws from Esrock’s discussions 

of transomatization in viewing visual art. Esrock describes transomatization as “a non-imitative 

form of empathy” and a “feeling-into.”455 The process has two parts: 

Though felt as one process, a transomatization has two components. One occurs 
when viewers use a part or process of their own bodies as a non-imitative stand-
in, or correlate, for something outside of the self. A viewer’s heartbeat, for 
example, might stand for the effect of a paint dripping onto a canvas. While there 
are obvious analogies between the beating of a heart and the dripping of paint, the 
two activities do not directly mirror one another. To create a correlate with the 
paint dripping, viewers reinterpret some aspect of their own bodies, in this case, 
the heartbeat. This reinterpreted bodily component is used to stand for some 
quality of a work of art or its production. Through this reinterpretation, an overlap 
is thereby created between the self and the object. The two are temporarily 
correlated.456 
 

The ties to affect here are evident. My above examination of Irving’s use of description that 

appeals in particular to the senses addressed by the uncanny—those apart from vision—show 

Irving masterfully crafted a pervasive uncanny affect throughout the story.  

As the editors of the volume Networked Affect introduce, “Because of its use as a term 

across disciplinary and theoretical frameworks, affect remains open to mutually incompatible 

definitions.”457 Scholars of affect discuss the concept as both bodily and non-bodily; work on 

non-bodily affect usually centers on affect as an intensity that cannot be traced to any individual 
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source.458 I argue affect always interpellates the body and resonates within the body, to borrow 

Louis Althusser’s term in which an individual recognizes herself as addressed by a discursive 

practice.459 Affect addresses and works through the body regardless of the sources that co-create 

it, whether the affective impetus is a flag, smell, novel, or tourist site. What Esrock names 

transomatization is one way affect manifests in, is expressed through the body, and ultimately 

incorporates a transfigured body into its discourse or site.460 

In Irving’s “Legend,” readers are primed to pay attention to bodily form in the character 

descriptions just discussed. Readers are then carried through the events of the story and its 

setting in balanced segments of description and plot advancement, relying on Irving’s 

manipulation of sentence structure and punctuation as well as his repetition of words and events 

to create a pace that mirrors the characters’ movement, particularly Ichabod’s chase. Readers are 

assigned an active role as skeptics and encouraged to take an ambivalent perspective on the 

supernatural elements of the story while still acknowledging Sleepy Hollow as a magical place.  

3.3.3.2 Balance of Description and Plot Advancement 

Irving begins the “Legend” with the narrator’s presentation of Sleepy Hollow: an 

overview of its location near the Hudson River and Tarry Town, his own childhood memories 

there and thoughts about its atmosphere, some of its Dutch history, and its essential folklore, 

including the story of the Headless Horseman. When Ichabod arrives in the village, readers 

already have more insider knowledge of the village than does the schoolmaster—and are more 

comfortable with Sleepy Hollow and its magical properties and presences. This slow 
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introduction at the very beginning of the story (a likely high point of readers’ attention) 

establishes the importance of Sleepy Hollow as enchanted setting. The narrator gives Sleepy 

Hollow an almost entirely positive treatment. He introduces the village as “one of the quietest 

places in the whole world. A small brook glides through it, with just murmur enough to lull one 

to repose; and the occasional whistle of a quail or tapping of a woodpecker is almost the only 

sound that ever breaks in upon the uniform tranquility.”461 This early descriptive passage stands 

in contrast to Ichabod’s later interpretation of the same stimuli as threatening and supernatural. 

The brook, of course, is what the Headless Horseman’s bridge crosses, and Ichabod, walking 

alone, does not interpret ambient bird sounds as inspiring “repose” nor “tranquility.” 

Throughout the story, Irving breaks up plot-advancing sections with passages of narration 

that provide reprieve, extend readers’ sense of time passing, and give affective detail that 

establishes a resonant sense of place. The accounts of Ichabod’s walks home and assessments of 

the Van Tassel farm are important instances of this, but such passages abound, always with some 

further consequence. For example, when Ichabod goes to the Van Tassels’ farm house for 

Katrina’s psalmody lessons, Burstein points out, “Ichabod’s eyes take in the material symbols of 

pastoral comfort—the rows of pewterware, abundant wool for spinning, hanging strings of 

Indian corn and dried fruit, deep mahogany furniture, and china and silver objects on the corner 

cupboard.”462 The details provided in this scene lead us to an important junction in the story—

“From the moment Ichabod laid his eyes upon these regions of delight, the peace of his mind was 

at an end, and his only study was how to gain the affections of the peerless daughter of Van 

Tassel”—while teaching us about Ichabod and his motivations as well as the everyday details of 
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Dutch households in the late 1700s in which the story is set.463 While the story’s more 

descriptive sections slow the narrative pace, they simultaneously serve to develop characters and 

foreshadow future events. For example, an early description of Ichabod’s school house shows 

him as a judicious disciplinarian and gives readers a rare glimpse of the protagonist in power 

rather than fright. Seemingly inessential details about the school house’s security features that 

trap thieves inside later become important when Brom breaks in to the well-guarded building and 

successfully escapes, leaving Ichabod to conclude that the break-in must have been supernatural. 

Such descriptive passages support the narrator’s presentation of Sleepy Hollow as a place under 

“drowsy, dreamy influence” and outside time, where “population, manners, and customs remain 

fixed.”464 Readers are encouraged to slow down as they proceed through the story. 

This balanced pacing continues until the end of the Van Tassel feast. The aforementioned 

trigger point at which Ichabod turns his focus entirely to courting Katrina as “his only study” is 

bookended with her rejection of him at the end of the feast.465 Ichabod lingers to talk with her, 

but the narrator, reminding us he is not omniscient, reports “[s]omething, however, I fear me, 

must have gone wrong.”466 At this point, the main events of the plot have concluded, and the 

story quickly proceeds through the chase and Ichabod’s departure from town: only five and a 

half pages remain at this point, excluding the postscript. We do not slow again until after Ichabod 

is gone, or arguably the postscript, and never to the pace of earlier sections of the story.  

Irving’s devotion to description in the “Legend” establishes Sleepy Hollow as a dynamic 

and dimensional place. That he does so before even introducing his central characters is 
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significant: the short story is an intentional placemaking effort.467 The balance of description and 

plot advancement is the basis for the story’s sense of pacing that resonates in readers’ bodies. 

Irving more directly intervenes in readers’ bodily sensations through stylistic writing techniques, 

to which I turn now. 

3.3.3.3 Techniques: Manipulation of Sentence Structure and Punctuation, Repetition 

The narrator does not know what was exchanged between Ichabod and Katrina that made 

our protagonist leave in a hurry, but he is sufficiently disturbed by Katrina’s rejection and directs 

readers to feel the same: 

[Ichabod] certainly sallied forth, after no very great interval, with an air quite 
desolate and chop-fallen—Oh these women! these women! Could that girl have 
been playing off any of her coquettish tricks?—Was her encouragement of the 
poor pedagogue all a mere sham to secure her conquest of his rival?—Heaven 
only knows, not I!—Let it suffice to say, Ichabod stole forth with the air of one 
who had been sacking a hen roost, rather than a fair lady’s heart. Without looking 
to the right or left to notice the scene of rural wealth, on which he had so often 
gloated, he went straight to the stable…468 
 

This is interesting because, as Richardson notes about Ichabod’s character, Ichabod is behaving 

badly in assuming he is entitled to court and particularly to marry the village’s “peerless” heiress 

almost immediately after arriving in town.469 Thoughtful contemporary readers, or those 

sensitive to interlopers at the time of the Sketch Book’s publication, may not share the narrator’s 

sympathies, nor his generalizations of women as stated here. For my purposes here, though, this 

passage is compelling in its quickening of the story’s pacing through the use of em dashes and 

short exclamations rather than narrative sentences.  

                                                
467 I am not ascribing this intentionality here: Irving even in his lifetime admitted himself, and 
was respected in the U.S. and Europe for, his purposeful work in creating a sense of his new 
country and the Hudson Valley region as unique and worthwhile places to live and visit. 
468 Irving, Sketch Book, 313. 
469 Richardson, Possessions, 56, 60; Irving, Sketch Book, 302. 
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This echoes the earlier passage in which Ichabod is frightened by the sight of a bush:  

What fearful shapes and shadows beset his path, amidst the dim and ghastly glare 
of a snowy night!—With what wistful look did he eye every trembling ray of light 
streaming across the waste fields from some distant window!—How often was he 
appalled by some shrub covered in snow, which like a sheeted spectre beset his 
very path!—He often did he shrink with curdling awe at the sound of his own 
steps on the frosty crust beneath his feet; and dread to look over his shoulder, lest 
he should behold some uncouth being tramping close behind him!—and how 
often was he thrown into complete dismay by some rushing blast, howling among 
the trees, in the idea that it was the galloping Hessian on one of his nightly 
scourings.470 
 

These punctuation breaks and short sentences control readers’ breathing, even if they are not 

reading the story aloud. In the first quoted passage, readers are encouraged to hurry with 

Ichabod. Readers experience as he does a quick break with the past events of the story, turning 

fully toward the future and away from Ichabod’s interest in Katrina, which had structured the 

plot thus far. The narrator marks an unambiguous end to the courtship and moves us through the 

falling action in speedy progression to the end of the story. Irving, through narration, offers both 

signals for transition and directs readers on how to feel: “As [Ichabod] approached the stream, 

his heart began to thump.”471  

Like his use of punctuation breaks and short exclamatory sentences, Irving’s frequent 

deployment of long sentences structured with commas gives portions of the story leisurely, 

rambling pacing that resonates as relaxation in readers’ bodies.472 The first passage quoted above 

ends with Ichabod “rous[ing] his steed most uncourteously” from his sleep and heading out, 

                                                
470 Irving, 299. 
471 Irving, 315. 
472 Of course, I am drawing here from my own reading experience—this reader’s body. This 
autoethnographic approach is necessary to examinations of embodied reading: as Esrock has 
phrased it in personal communications with me, the researcher is the laboratory for much work in 
embodied reading and viewing. 
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again, home through Sleepy Hollow at “the very witching time of night.”473 Ichabod’s actions 

correspond with a startling of readers from their relaxed pace through the feast—the major 

events of which involve looking at a huge spread of food, dancing for spectators, and listening to 

war and ghost stories—and recall Ichabod’s earlier walks home, as in the second quoted passage, 

invoking tension and fear in readers to mirror Ichabod’s state. 

In particular, Irving’s reference to “the very witching time of night” as when Ichabod and 

Gunpowder set out from the Van Tassel homestead, corresponds with his earlier walk home from 

reading his Mather’s volume by the brook being set “at that witching hour.”474 Readers may not 

consciously notice words and phrases being repeated and thus reinforced—for example, “blast” 

as associated with the Horseman and “blooming” and other food-related words with Katrina—

but they still serve as touchstones that shape readers’ understandings of story elements. Repeated 

events—Ichabod’s walk back from evening activities and ride back from the Van Tassel farm, 

exchanging ghost stories with the village’s women and war stories at the feast, Brom’s prank in 

the school house and Brom’s prank masquerading as the Headless Horseman—function the same 

way as instances of foreshadowing and signifiers of the passage of time. Usually, Ichabod is very 

frightened unnecessarily the first time something supernatural or supernatural-adjacent happens, 

then his fears are proven valid the second time it happens.  

Similarly evidential of Irving’s mastery as a writer is his careful repetition at the level of 

phrases and words. Examples of this abound: Ichabod, for instance, is shown to make “himself 

both useful and agreeable” and “wonderfully gentle and ingratiating” at his students’ family 

homes which he utilizes as temporary residences; at the Van Tassel feast, as he consumes a large 

                                                
473 Irving, Sketch Book, 313, 314. 
474 Irving, 314, 298. 
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portion of their food, Ichabod is described as “a kind and thankful creature.”475 This repetition 

lends continuity to Ichabod’s character and cohesion to the story and gives readers a focal point 

and a way to track characterizations and themes, even if they do not consciously recognize that a 

word or phrase is being repeated.  

A salient instance of repetition of touchstones is the use of the word “unfortunate” to 

describe Revolutionary War spy Major John André, which recurs at the end of the story in 

reference to Ichabod as “the unfortunate pedagogue.”476 André is now one of the spirits about 

whom stories are told in Sleepy Hollow, and, like the Headless Horseman, André also has a 

distinct place associated with him: “an enormous tulip tree, which towered like a giant above all 

the other trees of the neighbourhood, and formed a kind of land mark. Its limbs were gnarled, 

and fantastic, large enough to form trunks for ordinary trees, twisting down almost to the earth, 

and rising again into the air.”477 Hauntings have visible, tangible, sensible impact on the physical 

landscape of Sleepy Hollow. We see this again with Ichabod, who is twice referred to as 

“unfortunate” and only after his passing (out of Sleepy Hollow or the earthly realm): first when 

villagers find “the hat of the unfortunate Ichabod, and close beside it a shattered pumpkin” and 

secondly with reference to Ichabod’s own haunted location: “The school house being deserted, 

soon fell to decay, and was reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue.”478 

The tying together of André and Ichabod through the adjective “unfortunate” (which Irving uses 

in the “Legend” only to refer to these two characters, and Ichabod again only after the chase) 

solidifies both as Sleepy Hollow spirits and colors Ichabod’s story with a sense of destiny.  

                                                
475 Irving, 297, 310. 
476 References to André as “unfortunate” in Irving, 312, 314, 315; references to Ichabod as 
“unfortunate” in Irving 318, 319. 
477 Irving, 314. 
478 Irving, 318, 319. 
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My treatment of the embodied reading experience of the “Legend” has mostly concerned 

how Irving sets pacing—both the felt pacing of time passing in the story and the speed at which 

readers progress through the story. Both senses of pacing come into particular focus when the 

story is read aloud or performed. In Sleepy Hollow today, this is largely how the story is 

consumed. While efforts around the bicentennial have involved distributing the written story in 

both English and Spanish at select locations in the area and online, most tourists and even 

residents seem to be more familiar with the story through performances and reiterations of it.479 

Some, like the Disney cartoon, include spoken excerpts from the original story fleshed out with 

added dialogue—Irving’s story relies mostly on narration and involves very little spoken 

dialogue, always quoted by the narrator rather than stated outright by another character—while 

others, like Kruk’s performances of the story in Sleepy Hollow during the Halloween season, 

more strictly adhere to Irving’s text.480 The story is ideal for such performances in its writing 

style, which directs readers’ breathing patterns and repeats significant descriptions to solidify 

their image for listeners as it does during the reading experience. 

That the “Legend” involves readers’ bodies is significant for my central question about 

the qualities of the story that position it well for translation in tourism. I have only begun to 

explore how embodied reading and viewing approaches, including application of Esrock’s 

                                                
479 During an October 2019 visit to Sunnyside, an employee asked visitors if they had read the 
“Legend” or knew the story. One woman with a group of children offered that the kids had not 
read the story, but had recently been to a performance. (The employee asked if it had been a 
Kruk performance, but the woman did not recall.) 
480 For example, Ichabod justifies his use of the rod in disciplining his students but his words are 
presented through narration: “All this he called ‘doing his duty by their parents;’ and he never 
inflicted a chastisement without following it by the assurance, so consolatory to the smarting 
urchin, that ‘he would remember it and thank him for it the longest day he had to live’” (Irving, 
Sketch Book, 296). Also notable is Ichabod’s call out to the figure of the Horseman: 
“Summoning up, therefore, a show of courage, he demanded in stammering accents—‘who are 
you?’” (Irving, 315). 
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concept of transomatization, can emphasize the empathetic capabilities art can activate and be 

used to address inquiries into the potential of certain works to establish and support touristic 

endeavors. Embodied reading approaches are also ideal for examining affect and especially 

uncanny affect. As Esrock writes, “We are phantasms and we are haunted by phantasms. We are 

phantom-like when we feel absorbed by paintings, books, theater, into something beyond 

ourselves through spiritual encounters and sensual experiences. To feel such absorption is to be 

where you cannot really be—to have corporeal boundaries that are permeable.”481 Experiencing 

art, Esrock argues, is itself uncanny, as “transomatization is an operation of relabeling—or 

reattributing—a bodily experience,” where the reader or viewer makes a familiar bodily 

sensation—heart rate, breathing patterns, sweating, temperature—unhomely by introducing the 

outside influence of a piece of art and experiences that bodily sensation as the art’s effect.482 In 

this way, Esrock continues, “memories of my transformed body are being infused into the 

ongoing experience of viewing, thickening the present with echoes of the uncanny recurrence of 

my own transformed body.”483 A compelling strand throughout the “Legend” manipulated by 

Irving and felt in readers’ bodies is the theme of enchantment, especially the establishment of 

Sleepy Hollow as an enchanted place. Through the techniques described here and direct 

references to the area’s magical and uncanny qualities to which I turn to next, Irving presents 

Sleepy Hollow as a unique and powerful place readers will want to return to off the page. 

3.4 Narrative Substance: Themes 

The themes of enchantment and ghost stories in the “Legend” solidify its basis in the 

uncanny and promote both the fictional and real Sleepy Hollows as magical places. Toeing the 

                                                
481 Esrock, “Phantasmagoria,” 257. 
482 Esrock, 259. 
483 Esrock, 262. 
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line of place determinism, Irving presents Sleepy Hollow as itself enchanting longtime residents, 

newcomers like Ichabod, and anyone passing through with an inclination toward superstition and 

experiencing the supernatural. Ghost stories are another significant repeated element in the 

“Legend,” which is itself an ambiguous example of the form. 

3.4.1 Enchantment 

As I mentioned, Irving’s story is often misremembered as “The Headless Horseman” or 

“The Legend of the Headless Horseman” rather than “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” This is 

compelling in that “[t]he dominant spirit” of the region likely does not appear in the “Legend,” 

only stories about him and Brom’s impersonation, while the other “dominant spirit” of the story, 

the village of Sleepy Hollow, is emphasized throughout.484 Much of the approximately 27-page 

story is devoted to establishing Sleepy Hollow as a locus of supernatural power, particularly at 

the beginning of the “Legend.” Description of the setting takes up most of the first three pages, 

with the Headless Horseman introduced on the second page as part of the area’s folklore and 

Ichabod first appearing on the third page. Long passages about Ichabod’s walks through the 

village reveal his nervous, superstition-prone character, but do more to build an affective sense 

of place. Tidbits of local history and descriptions detailed enough that those familiar with the 

Sleepy Hollow area can recognize specific real-world locations generate meaningful connections 

to the story’s setting exploitable in tourism.485 Above all, repeated insistence that Sleepy Hollow 

is enchanted gives the story an uncanny orientation in its placemaking. 

Irving begins the “Legend” by establishing Sleepy Hollow as a geographical—and thus 

visitable—place. In the first sentence, the narrator references the Hudson and “that broad 

                                                
484 Irving, Sketch Book, 294. 
485 See Chapter 5 for analysis of Lit Fest ephemera.  
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expansion of the river denominated by the ancient Dutch navigators the Tappaan Zee,” already 

hinting at the hauntings and superstition that permeate the story and place by noting that, as they 

passed, these sailors “prudently shortened sail, and implored the protection of St. Nicholas when 

they crossed.”486 The narrator continues, naming Tarry Town and explaining its place name, then 

directing readers to Sleepy Hollow, “[n]ot far from this village, perhaps about two miles,” which 

he emphasizes is “one of the quietest places in the whole world.”487 After four more references to 

Sleepy Hollow as quiet in a brief account of his childhood memories, the narrator extends his 

characterization of the village and finally names it: “From the listless repose of the place, and the 

peculiar character of its inhabitants, who are descendants from the original Dutch settlers, this 

sequestered glen has long been known by the name of SLEEPY HOLLOW.” 488 This 

introduction reemphasizes Sleepy Hollow’s quiet—both in auditory volume and against the rush 

of time, as the use of “sequestered” begins to approach and “has long been known” implies—

quality and hints the village’s population shares their land’s offbeat nature, which the narrator 

attributes largely to their Dutch heritage. 

From here, the narrator discusses more directly the “drowsy, dreamy influence [that] 

seems to hang over the land, and to pervade the very atmosphere.”489 In an essential line, we 

learn “the place still continues under the sway of some witching power, that holds a spell over 

                                                
486 Irving, Sketch Book, 293. 
487 Irving, 293. 
488 Irving, 294. The narrator describes the brook “with just murmur enough to lull one to repose,” 
where birds make “almost the only sound that ever breaks in upon the uniform tranquility” 
(Irving, 293). When he shares memory of squirrel hunting in the village as a child, he sets it “at 
noon time, when all nature is peculiarly quiet” (Irving, 293). The narrator then suggests Sleepy 
Hollow would be an excellent place to spend the other end of his life, to “dream quietly away the 
remnant of a troubled life” retired there (Irving, 294). 
489 Irving, 294. 
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the minds of the good people, causing them to walk in a continual reverie.”490 The origin of this 

spell is either “a high German doctor” who “bewitched” the village or “an old Indian chief, the 

prophet or wizard of his tribe” whose “powwows” imprinted a similar enchantment on the 

land.491 These descriptions point to the past as continuing to shape the present of Sleepy Hollow 

and suggest continuity in its population, if not in genetics at least in spirit.  

As the only reference to Indigenous presence in the area and its history, this racist 

suggestion also represents a colonialist erasure. Kruk writes, “This witching influence began 

with the first ‘layer’ of people. The native Lenape, Weckquasgeek, Wappinger, Siwanoy, 

Munsee and Mahican of the Mahicanituck (the Hudson River) open the door to the haunting yet 

to come.”492 As Kruk suggests here, the place seems irreversibly enchanted by virtue of its 

colonial past; like much of the Hudson Valley, the place is also indebted to and haunted by the 

Indigenous peoples who originally inhabited it as well as the early Dutch settlers who shaped the 

area as it appears today. Richardson writes that the Hudson Valley is ideally suited for ghost 

stories, offering “a terrain amenable to readings of inherent spookiness; a history troubled by 

restless change and contentiousness, which yielded haunting uncertainties; and a diverse set of 

cultural influences, from Native American spirit beliefs to transatlantic romantic aesthetics, 

which encouraged visions of ghostliness.”493 In Sleepy Hollow, these influences coalesce into a 

sense of enchantment. 

 

 

                                                
490 Irving, 294. 
491 Irving, 294. 
492 Kruk, Legends, 32. 
493 Richardson, Possessions, 11. 
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3.4.1.1 Place Determinism 

Beyond these earthly influences, the narrator intimates that Sleepy Hollow is cosmically 

endowed with its enchantment. He reports: “The whole neighborhood abounds with local tales, 

haunted spots, and twilight superstitions; stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the valley 

than in any other part of the country, and the nightmare, with her whole nine fold, seems to make 

it the favourite scene of her gambols.”494 The first half of the sentence builds on what we learned 

in the last, that Sleepy Hollow’s residents “are given to all kinds of marvellous beliefs, are 

subject to trances and visions, and frequently see strange sights, and hear music and voices in the 

air.”495 The second half, however, approaches environmental determinism. Even the cosmos, 

ostensibly unaware of the area’s Indigenous and Dutch histories, are uncannily attracted to 

Sleepy Hollow: “stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the valley than in any other part of 

the country.”496 The reference to “the nightmare, with her whole nine fold,” is an allusion to 

King Lear and indicates a succubus-like demon.497 Such a creature only interacts with sleeping 

humans, meaning her influence is separate from villagers’ waking “trances and visions,” “strange 

sights,” and “music and voices in the air.”498  

The narrator states all this directly and on its own terms, without casting doubt on 

supernatural presence or even suggesting the area’s residents share a delusion—he balances his 

mention of “the peculiar character of its inhabitants” by characterizing them as “good people” a 

few lines later.499 The deterministic statement “stars shoot and meteors glare oftener across the 

                                                
494 Irving, Sketch Book, 294. 
495 Irving, 294. 
496 Irving, 294. 
497 This according to the notes in my Modern Library Classics edition of the Sketch Book (Irving, 
355). 
498 Irving, 294. 
499 Irving, 294. 
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valley than in any other part of the country” is stated without the use of skeptical or qualifying 

language that appears elsewhere, as on the next page which concludes our introduction to the 

Headless Horseman with “Such is the general purport of this legendary superstition.”500 Unlike 

residents’ superstitions and ghost stories, the otherworldly attraction of stars and meteors to 

Sleepy Hollow is presented as objective, measurable fact.  

In place studies today, scholars do their best to avoid environmental determinism. In his 

overview text on place studies, Tim Cresswell rejects “environmental determinists such as Ellen 

Semple and Ellsworth Huntingdon who had argued that the characteristics of human settlement 

(culture) were largely a response to environmental imperatives” and aligns himself more with 

U.S. American cultural geographer Carl O. Sauer, in “assert[ing] the importance of culture in 

transforming the natural environment” instead of the latter prescribing the former.501 The risk of 

environmental determinism, Benedict Anderson writes, is that after attributing the character of a 

place’s inhabitants to its physical landscape and associated features like climate, it is “too easy 

from there to make the convenient, vulgar deduction that [those residents], born in a savage 

hemisphere, were by nature different from, and inferior to, the metropolitans—and thus unfit for 

higher office.”502 Certainly, in a phenomenological sense, as David Abram observes, people “are 

shaped by the places they inhabit, both individually and collectively. Our bodily rhythms, our 

moods, cycles of creativity and stillness, and even our thoughts are readily engaged and 

influenced by shifting patterns in the land.”503 The opportunity to be influenced by a new place is 

a reason many people travel or relocate.  

                                                
500 Irving, 295. 
501 Tim Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction (Hoboken: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 17. 
502 Anderson, Imagined, 60. I am generalizing here a statement about how environmental 
determinism was used to justify racism against creoles in Portugal.  
503 David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous (New York: Random House, 1996), 267. 
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However, especially for scholars, it is important to acknowledge the limits of a physical 

place’s influence. Marc Augé writes, “For although the ethnologist can hardly help being 

tempted to identify the people he studies with the landscape in which he finds them, the space 

they have shaped, he is just as aware as they are of the vicissitudes of their history, their 

mobility, the multiplicity of spaces to which they refer, the fluctuation of their frontiers.”504 I 

align my approach to uncanny affect in the “Legend” narrative and tourism with Phil Jones and 

Chris Jam’s employment of ambiances and atmospheres as 

a useful way of overcoming concerns about environmental determinism. It is clear 
that attempting to manipulate the ambiance is not going to be the sole factor 
influencing people’s perceptions of place nor their behaviours within those places. 
Indeed, the point is that ambiances are co-constructed with the personal playing a 
major role as much as any attempts to engineer ambiance through manipulation of 
the surrounding environment.505 
 

Sleepy Hollow is an interesting geographical location, and the area’s communities, local 

government, and cultural institutions increasingly strive to promote the sense of enchantment 

Irving advertises and the uncanny affect fostered at its tourist sites. However, it is important to 

acknowledge resistance (as crystallized in conflicts among residents over the name change from 

“North Tarrytown,” and in a smaller and more playful sense in Mayor Wray’s declaration of the 

bicentennial as “a pumpkin-free zone” at the celebration’s April 2019 press conference) and 

segments of the population this sense of place does not always serve.506 Minimizing 

environmental determinism remains a tension in placemaking. 

In the “Legend,” Irving’s placemaking through the narrator promotes Sleepy Hollow as a 

pulsing center of enchantment. A compelling passage late in the “Legend” describes the sharing 

                                                
504 Marc Augé, Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity (New York: Verso, 2008), 39. 
505 Phil Jones and Chris Jam, “Creating Ambiances, Co-constructing Place: A Poetic Transect 
Across the City,” Area 48, no. 3 (2016): 319. 
506 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), press conference, author’s transcription, April 2019. 
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of ghost stories at the Van Tassel feast. The narrator suggests: “The immediate cause, however, 

of the prevalence of supernatural stories in these parts, was doubtless owing to the vicinity of 

Sleepy Hollow. There was a contagion in the very air that blew from that haunted region; it 

breathed forth an atmosphere of dreams and fancies infecting all the land.”507 The reference to 

the air recalls the association of the Headless Horseman with blasts of wind. The narrator uses 

unambiguous language—“cause,” “doubtless”—here to tie all supernatural discussions and 

influences to Sleepy Hollow as locus, and also interestingly employs medically tinged terms—

“contagion,” “infecting.” With these latter terms, the narrator compares the village to a body that 

“breathe[s] forth” its enchantments.  

3.4.1.2 “Residence in This Spellbound Region” 

The narrator attributes “the prevalence of supernatural stories in these parts” and their 

telling at the Van Tassel feast to the farm’s location near Sleepy Hollow, and continues: “Several 

of the Sleepy Hollow people were present at Van Tassel’s, and, as usual, were doling out their 

wild and wonderful legends.”508 It is the presence of Sleepy Hollow residents that truly is “[t]he 

immediate cause” of this storytelling: the people are the locus of Sleepy Hollow’s 

enchantment.509 Early in the story, the narrator suggests a relatively stable population when 

opining that, if he should choose to retire in Sleepy Hollow, “I question whether I should not still 

find the same trees and the same families vegetating in its sheltered bosom.”510 However, 

compellingly for tourism, the narrator clarifies it is not only these longtime residents with 

ancestral lineage in the Hudson Valley who are subject to Sleepy Hollow’s enchantment: 

                                                
507 Irving, Sketch Book, 312. 
508 Irving, 312. 
509 Irving, 312. 
510 Irving, 295. 
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It is remarkable, that the visionary propensity I have mentioned is not confined to 
the native inhabitants of the valley, but is unconsciously imbibed by everyone 
who resides there for a time. However wide awake they may have been before 
they entered that sleepy region, they are sure, in a little time, to inhale the 
witching influence of the air, and begin to grow imaginative—to dream dreams, 
and see apparitions.511  
 

Again, the village’s magical properties are presented in bodily terms, as an “inhal[able]” 

“witching influence of the air.”  

After only “a little time,” visitors and new residents share in this body. We watch this 

happen with Ichabod, who uncannily consumes the body of Sleepy Hollow in the form of its 

residents’ meals and hospitality—as well as Katrina as the only child of an influential family—

then is consumed into the body of Sleepy Hollow himself, furthering its enchantment as a new 

haunting. Kruk summarizes: “Bewitchment here occurs within all the layers of people who came 

and settled the region. If the newcomers forget they are in Sleepy Hollow country, a ghost pops 

up to remind them. […] Thrilled by the spooky locale, the schoolmaster remained blithely 

oblivious to the local Dutch American customs. Thus he eventually receives a lesson from the 

Headless Horseman!”512 The enchantment and associated ghost stories also serve, then, as a 

means of policing the boundaries of insider and outsider; Brom utilizes the story of the 

Horseman this way. 

The narrator’s assertion that the village’s enchantment “is unconsciously imbibed by 

everyone who resides there for a time” is most valuable for our touristic purposes here.513 The 

uncanny affect circulating through Sleepy Hollow can be tuned into by even temporary visitors. 

The enchantment is palpable as well as infectious. And, for tourists and newcomers like Ichabod, 

                                                
511 Irving, 295. 
512 Kruk, Legends, 32. 
513 Irving, Sketch Book, 295. 
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who arrive already holding an attachment to and belief in the supernatural, these propensities are 

likely to be “increased by [their] residence in this spellbound region.”514 Emphasizing that the 

area’s magic is readily experienceable supports the desire to visit and “walk in a continual 

reverie” there alongside its residents.515 

3.4.1.3 Enchantment as Tourism Imaginary 

Enchantment is a significant concept in theoretical literature today, especially in the 

environmental humanities, where concerns around the pervasiveness of technology and the 

destruction that comes with climate change will only increasingly haunt scholars with time. In 

particular, Jane Bennett’s 2001 book The Enchantment of Modern Life rebuts “political and 

social theory[’s] […] image of modernity as disenchanted, that is to say, as a place of dearth and 

alienation (when compared to a golden age of community and cosmological coherency) or a 

place of reason, freedom, and control (when compared to a dark and confused premodernity).”516 

Bennett asks “whether the very characterization of the world as disenchanted ignores and then 

discourages affective attachment to that world” and suggests a turn back toward enchantment 

would encourage those who dwell in this world to adopt and sustain lifestyles more considerate 

of and symbiotic with it.517 Bennett’s text offers a salve for disenchantment by presenting stories 

of everyday enchantment from literature and personal experience. 

Bennett writes, “To be enchanted is to be struck and shaken by the extraordinary that 

lives amid the familiar and the everyday.”518 She uses the language of affect and mood to address 

enchantment as “entail[ing] a state of wonder,” requiring “temporary suspension of 
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516 Bennett, Enchantment, 3. 
517 Bennett, 3. 
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chronological time and bodily movement,” and thus “participating in a momentarily 

immobilizing encounter,” becoming “transfixed, spellbound.”519 Bennett notes the connection to 

the uncanny in that enchantment often involves “a surprising encounter, a meeting with 

something that you did not expect and are not fully prepared to engage.”520 Such an experience 

channels both a positive “feeling of being charmed by the novel” as well as “a more unheimlich 

(uncanny) feeling of being disrupted or torn out of one’s default sensory-psychic-intellectual 

disposition.”521 Similarly to most experiences of the uncanny, enchantment is ultimately a 

positive affective experience but is simultaneously discomforting and disturbing in some ways. 

Bennett’s conception of enchantment has obvious reverberations in Sleepy Hollow, both 

place and “Legend,” and throughout the tourism industry; as she points out, “Enchantment is 

something that we encounter, that hits us, but it is also a comportment that can be fostered 

through deliberate strategies.”522 Bennett suggests here personal strategies to make oneself more 

open to enchantment—“to give greater expression to the sense of play,” “to hone sensory 

receptivity to the marvelous specificity of things,” and “to resist the story of the disenchantment 

of modernity,” all tactics arguably addressable through travel as well as attachment to intimate 

places—but it is likewise true that enchantment can be courted and constructed, to a degree, by 

skillful placemakers as they develop tourist sites.523 Affect is cumulative; therefore, both 

enchantment and the uncanny are built and strengthened through repetition. In immersive tourist 

spaces, repetition of signs and symbols is often the basis for theming. Bennett writes, 
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“Enchantment seems to require, among other things, the presence of a pattern or recognizable 

ensembling of sounds, smells, tastes, forms, colors, textures. One could say, then, that 

enchantment functions by means of a kind of repetition.”524 The reiteration and accumulation of 

these sensory elements co-create affect.  

Bennett’s focus on the everyday meshes with place studies literature as well as rhetorical 

scholarship by pointing to rhetorical practices as central to affect and the topophilic place 

attachment that often accompanies affective experiences. In his text on place studies, Cresswell 

writes that places are amalgamations of their cultural references in addition to their material 

qualities, but that they are most significantly formed through “everyday practices. Places are 

never finished but produced through the reiteration of practices—the repetition of seemingly 

mundane activities on a daily basis.”525 Similarly, in rhetorician Samantha Senda-Cook’s 

definition, “Practices are mundane, embodied, and repetitive actions; they are the daily 

arguments and compromises that compellingly convince us of who we are and how we ought to 

act.”526 Analyzing outdoor recreation experiences at U.S. national parks, Senda-Cook argues 

rhetorical practices are “fluid, embodied, repetitive actions” able to “produce and sustain or 

undermine abstract constructs such as authentic experiences.”527 Enchantment is participatory.  

That is, enchantment involves the surrounding world and its other inhabitants: 

enchantment is part of humans’ intersubjective relationality with the world. Phenomenologists 

recognize experiences and stimuli as involving and affecting more than individual subjectivities: 

as “intersubjective phenomena—phenomena experienced by a multiplicity of sensing 
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subjects.”528 Bennett’s text on enchantment furthers her “contention […] that enchantment can 

aid in the project in cultivating a stance of presumptive generosity (i.e., of rendering oneself 

more open to the surprise of other selves and bodies and more willing and able to enter into 

productive assemblages with them).”529 Bennett presents enchantment as an entry point for 

ethical living. She expands this argument beyond the human in her 2010 book Vibrant Matter: A 

Political Ecology of Things, in which she “encourages more intelligent and sustainable 

engagements with vibrant matter and lively things.”530  

Bennett utilizes the concept of “vitality” as “the capacity of things—edibles, 

commodities, storms, metals—not only to impede or block the will and designs of humans but 

also to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own.”531 

Again, Bennett points to the everyday as a locus of enchantment, emphasizing intersubjectivity 

through the central idea of assemblages, “ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant 

materials of all sorts […] living, throbbing confederations that are able to function despite the 

persistent presence of energies that confound them from within.532 These assemblages co-

construct and share responsibility for affect. Bennett’s discussion of the vitality of matter, 

particularly in a memorable exploration of an assemblage of litter on a Baltimore street, 

culminates in the conclusion that while it is true “I should try to minimize the damage or 

destruction of other things with which I share existence,” humans also must understand 

themselves to be “one of many conative actants swarming and competing with each other” and 
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develop a sense of when “to back off or ramp down their activeness” and let other forces lead 

and when to use their power to advocate for those others.533 

Abram also points to enchantment as a means of reconnecting humans with the physical, 

natural world and the other living beings who share the planet. In a discussion of Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty’s later concept of the Flesh of the world, Abram suggests taking up an enchanted 

comportment toward others and the environment leads to more ethical living: “If the 

surroundings are experienced as sensate, attentive, and watchful, then I must take care that my 

actions are mindful and respectful, even when I am far from other humans, lest I offend the 

watchful land itself.”534 Rob Sullivan comes to a similar conclusion in his text on geography and 

the everyday: “Divorced for our bodies and the world (our geographies)”—disenchanted—“we 

can easily be manipulated into believing that we are discrete and distinct self-interested entities 

cut off from one another. Connected to our bodies and the world, we become much more prone 

to perceive the world as a collectivized whole, our flesh one flesh, our ground one ground, yours 

and mine, in other words, ours.”535 An advocate for swamps and wetlands and their inhabitants, 

Giblett suggests enchantment through remythification: “As monsters are demonized, so are 

monstrous places. These places are theologized and moralized as places of evil, the monstrous 

and the demonic. They need to be detheologized and remythified in much more environmentally 

friendly terms of, for example, thinking both the city and the swamp as the body.”536 Promoting 

enchantment, particularly for environmentally and geographically oriented writers, is a topic and 

goal of much current scholarship in new materialisms. 
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Enchantment is thus a powerful tourism imaginary to exploit. In the introduction to their 

collection on tourism imaginaries, editors Noel B. Salazar and Nelson H. H. Graburn define the 

concept (notably using the term “assemblages”) “as socially transmitted representational 

assemblages that interact with people’s personal imaginings and that are used as meaning-

making and world-shaping devices.”537 Contributions to their edited volume address “how 

personal imaginings of tourists, ‘locals,’ and tourism intermediaries interact with and are 

influenced by institutionally grounded imaginaries implying power, hierarchy, and 

hegemony.”538 In the “enchanted region” of Sleepy Hollow, the tourism imaginary of 

enchantment permeates the scene.539 The placemakers associated with Sleepy Hollow’s 

government and major cultural institutions—local historical societies and especially Historic 

Hudson Valley and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery—facilitate uncanny affect at tourist sites to meet 

the expectations of this imaginary. Even at the popular Blaze event, which is not intended to be 

frightening or “haunted” like the Horseman’s Hollow attraction at Philipsburg Manor, utilizes 

eerie ambient music, takes place after dark and involves candlelight and jack-o-lanterns, and 

draws on both local landmarks and Halloween imagery to court the uncanny. The familiar—in 

particular the Tappan Zee and Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridges, but also famous art pieces 

like the “Mona Lisa” and “The Scream”—is made strange in its architectural rendering with 

illuminated wooden pumpkins. Meeting visitors’ orange-and-black-colored expectations is 

important to Sleepy Hollow country destinations’ success. The placemakers behind these sites 

have drawn from the theme of enchantment in Irving’s “Legend” as the basis for their efforts 

toward uncanny tourism.  
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Desire and expectation play an enormous role in tourists’ choice of destination and 

satisfaction when at their chosen destination. This self-fulfilling confirmational attitude appears 

in Irving’s “Legend” as villagers determine what happened to their vanished schoolmaster: “The 

stories of Brouwer, of Bones, and a whole budget of others, were called to mind; and when they 

had diligently considered them all, and compared them with the symptoms of the present case, 

they shook their heads, and came to the conclusion, that Ichabod had been carried off by the 

gallopping Hessian.”540 Relatedly, at the bicentennial press conference in April 2019, a visiting 

Westchester County Executive George Latimer shared a story of his own “sighting” of the 

Headless Horseman while driving into Sleepy Hollow:  

I was driving through this area a little over a month ago, before they turned clocks 
forward, so it was dark in the early evening. I was in Pleasantville, and I had 
reason to be in Sleepy Hollow […] I was driving down 448, trying to make sure I 
didn’t miss that big, sharp turn […] and as I was looking through my rearview 
mirror, I saw something gaining on me—it didn’t have headlights. And then it 
struck me, I was in Sleepy Hollow! It could have been that fellow out there, riding 
without a head. But, fortunately, I was not the Ichabod Crane. Of course, I hit the 
accelerator and when I told my story when I got into town, nobody believed me—
of course, I am a politician, so.541   
 

Kruk shares, also, that “The Friends of the Old Dutch Church still collect Headless Horseman 

sightings today. Clearly, the spirit of the galloping headless Hessian rides beyond Brom 

Bones.”542 The enchantment remains a deeply felt imaginary. 

3.4.2 Ghost Stories 

Enchantment is a pervasive theme in Irving’s “Legend,” especially established through 

evocative description and narration that presents Sleepy Hollow as “abound[ing] with local tales, 
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haunted spots, and twilight superstitions.”543 This enchantment is solidified when narrativized in 

the form of ghost stories. As the narrator tells us early on, the defining story is of “the apparition 

of a figure on horseback without a head,” though sharing all kinds of ghost stories is an 

important pastime for the primarily Dutch population of the village.544 Ghost stories are 

established as a sort of cultural glue as well as currency traded to and by Ichabod. The ghost 

story is both a theme in the “Legend,” a significant repeated element like enchantment, and its 

form: Irving’s “Legend” is a ghost story itself. The telling of ghost stories in the piece bridges 

the presentation of Sleepy Hollow as enchanted with the general sense of ambiguity and 

ambivalence that pervades the “Legend,” most prominently with regard to whether its major 

events were in fact supernatural and the story’s ambiguous ending.  

3.4.2.1 Ghost Stories as Cultural Memory and Metaphor 

Ghost stories serve as a set piece of the uncanny in Irving’s “Legend.” Their presence 

furthers the sense of enchantment around Sleepy Hollow as a magical place bordering on the 

supernatural realm but also speaks to local culture and memory. Tellers of ghost stories 

throughout the “Legend” tend to be Dutch villagers, through Ichabod “would delight them 

equally by his anecdotes of witchcraft, and of the direful omens and portentous sights and sounds 

in the air, which prevailed in the earlier times of Connecticut.”545 The narrator suggests 

longstanding communities are well-suited for hauntings: “[T]here is no encouragement for 

ghosts in most of our villages, for they have scarce had time to finish their first nap, and turn 

themselves in their graves, before their surviving friends have travelled away from the 

neighbourhood, so that when they turn out of a night to walk the rounds, they have no 
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acquaintance left to call upon.”546 Richardson suggests ghost stories “in part served to articulate 

and contain anxieties about strange places and people.”547 She explains:  

Despite some long-standing settlements, and inhabitants who could trace their 
lineage back to the early colonists, the Hudson Valley has been, by and large, a 
place inhabited and crossed by strangers. The convergences of unfamiliar people, 
the uncertainty of place created by frequent influxes and movements, created a 
sense of troubling uncanniness and unfathomable otherness that could lend itself 
to a sense of hauntedness—something suggested by the frequent conflation or 
confusion of ostensibly living others with ghosts.548 
 

Irving presents the Dutch community in Sleepy Hollow as both superstitious and knowledgeable. 

Early in the story, the narrator describes the villagers as “rustic lads” suspended in time and 

“given to all kinds of marvellous beliefs;” in his closing explanation of what happened to 

Ichabod, the narrator allows, “The old country wives […] are the best judges of these matters,” 

and thus readers can conclude their reading with the assumption “Ichabod was spirited away by 

supernatural means.”549 That Ichabod becomes a Sleepy Hollow ghost supports Richardson’s 

suggestions here. 

Ichabod, notably a Yankee and not Dutch, arrives in Sleepy Hollow predisposed to enjoy 

ghost stories and seeks them out from locals. In return, Ichabod “would frighten them woefully 

with speculations upon comets and shooting stars, and with the alarming fact that the world did 

absolutely turn round, and that they were half the time topsy-turvy!”550 This aside is compelling 

in our age of climate change and considering scholarly discussions of enchantment as an ethical 

and environmentalist pursuit: what is a scary story? Ichabod, as schoolmaster likely the most 

educated and well-read in the village, trades here a story of science for stories of the Horseman. 
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Again addressing the dynamic of superstition and intellect through the character of Ichabod, 

Irving does not place intelligence (or, rather, education) at odds with superstition: Ichabod holds 

both. When Ichabod calls on his scientific knowledge as a response to Dutch ghost stories, the 

boundaries of the supernatural and the natural are blurred. 

The stories the villagers tell tend to draw from local Revolutionary War history. The most 

prominent story, of the Headless Horseman, centers around “the ghost of a Hessian trooper, 

whose head had been carried away by a cannon ball, in some nameless battle during the 

revolutionary war.”551 Richardson suggests “the ghost represents the problems of historical 

amnesia in the region. In essence, a Hessian killed in the Revolutionary War seems to have little 

to do with either the Dutch or the Yankee protagonist in Sleepy Hollow, and is thus all the more 

strange and frightening as something whose relevancy cannot be gauged.”552 Similarly, the next 

most frequently referenced haunting is that of Major André, another figure from the 

Revolutionary War.553 It is also noteworthy that the ghost stories circulated at the Van Tassel 

feast followed war stories, aligning the two types of narrative and hinting at exaggeration in 

both:  

When the dance was at an end, Ichabod was attracted to a knot of the sager folks, 
who, with old Van Tassel, sat smoking at one end of the piazza, gossipping over 
former times, and drawling out long stories about the war. [….] Just sufficient 
time had elapsed to enable each story teller to dress up his tale with a little 
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becoming fiction, and in the indistinctness of his recollection, to make himself the 
hero of every exploit.554  
 

As Richardson posits, “even as they seem to draw power from the past, the hauntings of the 

Hudson Valley are very much products of present need and desire.”555 Both war history and 

Dutch heritage contribute to the formulation and circulation of ghost stories.  

That the ghostly acts as a metaphor is the central contention of Richardson’s text. George 

Lakoff and Mark Johnson establish in their foundational text Metaphors We Live By “that 

metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action. Our 

ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally 

metaphorical in nature.”556 Metaphors, they argue, are means of understanding. Ghost stories as 

metaphors function as means of understanding “Others” as having their own investments in 

space. These stories can thus serve their purposes for cultural memory without being fully 

accepted as factual accounts of “true” events. Lakoff and Johnson write:  

Metaphors are basically devices for understanding and have little to do with 
objective reality, if there is such a thing. The fact that our conceptual system is 
inherently metaphorical, the fact that we understand the world, think, and function 
in metaphorical terms, and the fact that metaphors can not merely be understood 
but can be meaningful and true as well—these facts all suggest that an adequate 
account of meaning and truth can only be based on understanding.557 
 

Thus, as I will unpack shortly, the ghost stories presented in the “Legend,” and the “Legend” 

itself as a ghost story, need not be taken as reportage to be both enjoyable and informative of 

cultural history and ethics. 
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A smaller example of the metaphorical and explanatory uses of ghost stories appears in 

the final paragraph of the “Legend.” The narrator explains that not only has the Headless 

Horseman story’s telling impacted the physical bridge involved in the ghost story—“the road has 

been altered of late years, so as to approach the church by the border of the millpond”—but 

Ichabod’s school house had become both dilapidated and storied: “The school house being 

deserted, soon fell to decay, and was reported to be haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate 

pedagogue; and the plough boy, loitering homeward of a still summer evening, has often fancied 

his voice at a distance, chanting a melancholy psalm tune among the tranquil solitudes of Sleepy 

Hollow.”558 Richardson notes physically run-down places become self-perpetuating sites of 

hauntings: “Not only does the decay of the house make it an apt scene for haunting after the fact, 

but the decay is explained by preexisting haunting. Hauntedness serves as both consequence and 

cause.”559 Again, Irving approaches place determinism, but he still positions his narrator between 

believing ghost stories and addressing them as metaphors.  

3.4.2.2 Silence, Solitude, Darkness 

What makes the “Legend”’s ghost stories, and the “Legend” as ghost story, so uncanny 

lies in the juxtaposition of safety, hospitality, and homeliness with the supernatural, superstitious, 

and unhomely. Ichabod hears and tells stories by fireside, well-fed and illuminated in the glow of 

controlled fire. He takes his frightful and hurried walks, and finally clashes with the Headless 

Horseman, outside and in the dark. Ichabod’s daylight life involves confident leadership in the 

school house, agreeable sociality, and curiosity about magic and the supernatural. But, as he halts 

his reading of Cotton Mather when dusk settles in, Ichabod finds himself nervous and lonely in 
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the moonlight. While Ichabod finds Sleepy Hollow quaint and heimlich during the day, the 

village becomes rather unheimlich at night.  

Ichabod hears stories from the Dutch wives while “snugly cuddling in the chimney corner 

of a chamber that was all of a ruddy glow from the crackling wood fire, and where, of course, no 

spectre dared to show its face.”560 Irving certainly emphasizes the comfortable here—the 

enclosed safety and vantage point from the corner of the room, “snugly cuddl[ed]” beside “the 

crackling wood fire”—and points us to the significant presence of firelight. “[O]f course” fright 

can be kept at bay listening to the stories inside and in the light. Kean shares two stories of after-

death communication noting the necessity of darkness to most of these experiences: first, she 

offers her own account, of which she postulates, “It seemed that the full moon created perfect 

conditions, because although it was dark in the room, it was light enough that I could see in the 

moonlight streaming through the window next to the bed;” secondly, Kean writes of a grieving 

father who experienced phenomena while “sitting on [his son’s] bed with all the lights off and it 

was totally dark.”561 Kean likewise notes that séances require complete or near-complete 

darkness, complicating attempts to determine fraud in physical mediumship communities. Kean 

quotes Hereward Carrington, who researched famous medium Eusapia Palladino’s work: “Light 

rays ‘are extremely energetic, and liable to disintegrate and disrupt any excessively fine and 

subtle body.’”562 Ichabod is confident in listening and trading ghost stories indoors, with 

hospitable company, and beside a fire. It is the not until he considers the stories outside, in the 

darkness, that he truly feels a threat.  
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Royle writes of the centrality of darkness in the uncanny, suggesting, “Darkness is a 

factor that stares us in the face, so to speak, when it comes to considering the various dictionary 

definitions of ‘heimlich’ and ‘unheimlich’” as Freud does.563 Darkness is especially important in 

Freud’s essay on the concept, where it “is repeatedly mentioned, implied, evoked, […] often in 

terms of the darkness of night.”564 Royle explains, “Darkness is at least implicitly involved in the 

crucial definition of the uncanny that Freud takes from [Freidrich] Schelling: the unheimlich or 

uncanny is what ‘ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light.’”565 Giblett 

clarifies that “[d]arkness for Schelling has no pejorative overtones,” noting that it is the Judeo-

Christian view that conflates darkness and the monstrous, while Schelling associated the 

uncanny with the divine.566 For Schelling, Giblett continues, “The uncanny is the process of the 

dark coming into the light, the obscure coming into the open.”567 Without daylight or firelight as 

shield, Ichabod’s travels home at night—from reading Mather by the stream, chatting with local 

wives, and failing to woo Katrina at the Van Tassel feast—betray him as not having such 

“marvellous […] powers for digesting” the supernatural after all.568  

The narrator likewise points to light as returning Ichabod to reason: “he had seen many 

spectres in his time, and been more than once beset by Satan in diverse shapes, in his lonely 

perambulations, yet daylight put an end to all these evils.”569 This statement from the narrator 

points to a second important difference between the environments in which Ichabod hears and 

considers ghost stories: Ichabod goes home alone. His solitary walks make evident his outsider 

                                                
563 Royle, Uncanny, 108. 
564 Royle, 109. 
565 Royle, 108. 
566 Giblett, Uncanny, 58, see also 62-63. 
567 Giblett, 58. 
568 Irving, Sketch Book, 298. 
569 Irving, 300.  



 175 

status in Sleepy Hollow and illustrate how solitary his position is. The most prominent passage 

follows Ichabod as he leaves the Van Tassel property, defeated:  

The hour was as dismal as himself. [….] In the dead hush of midnight, he could 
even hear the barking of the watch dog from the opposite shore of the Hudson; 
but it was so vague and faint as only to give an idea of his distance from this 
faithful companion of man. Now and then, too, the long drawn crowing of a cock, 
accidentally awakened, would sound far, far off, from some farm house away 
among the hills—but it was like a dreaming sound in his ear. No signs of life 
occurred near him, but occasionally the melancholy chirp of a cricket, or perhaps 
the guttural twang of a bull frog, from a neighbouring marsh, as if sleeping 
uncomfortably, and turning suddenly in his bed. 

All the stories of ghosts and goblins that he had heard in the afternoon, 
now came crowding upon his recollection. The night grew darker and darker; the 
stars seemed to sink deeper in the sky, and driving cloud occasionally hid them 
from his sight. He had never felt so lonely and dismal. He was, moreover, 
approaching the very place where many of the scenes of the ghost stories had 
been laid.570  

 
Freud concludes his essay by memorably naming “silence, solitude and darkness” as central to 

the uncanny and asserting: “Concerning the factors of silence, solitude and darkness, we can only 

say that they are actually elements in the production of the infantile anxiety from which the 

majority of human beings have never become quite free.”571 The above passage from the 

“Legend,” immediately preceding Ichabod’s flight from what he believes is the Headless 

Horseman, is a textbook presentation of the uncanny.  

The “Horseman” figure comes into Ichabod’s awareness when “a plashy tramp by the 

side of the bridge caught the sensitive ear of Ichabod.”572 In the passage above, our protagonist 

uses his “sensitive ear” to mitigate his loneliness, hearing and thinking about a distant dog, a 

symbol of “faithful companion[ship]” but to someone else. On an early visit to the Van Tassel 

homestead, Ichabod sees a rooster “crowing in the pride and gladness of his heart—sometimes 
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tearing up the earth with his feet, and then generously calling his ever hungry family of wives 

and children to enjoy the rich morsel which he had discovered;” now, he only hears the rooster, 

who is this time presented as solitary, distant, and like Ichabod out of place in the night.573 The 

other sounds Ichabod notes come from solitary animals—and notably from the marsh, the 

uncanniness of which Giblett has theorized extensively—who Ichabod interprets as “sleeping 

uncomfortably”: the animals’ uneasiness mirrors Ichabod’s own and builds the sense of 

something eerie about this night.574 It is mostly silent “[i]n the dead hush of midnight,” and even 

as Ichabod hears the occasional animal, “[n]o signs of life occurred near him.” Ichabod, alone in 

silence as “the night grew darker and darker” and even starlight dims, “had never felt so lonely 

and dismal.” He experiences all three of Freud’s factors of the uncanny—silence, solitude, and 

darkness—and Irving even lays each out in this passage in the order Freud lists them a hundred 

years later. 

As a final note on how ghost stories are told and experienced in the “Legend,” it is 

significant that hauntings are told indoors to interested parties but occur outside to skeptical 

parties. Ichabod, it is well established, is already inclined toward the supernatural. He is well-

read in the area and makes his interests known soon after his arrival in Sleepy Hollow: 

socializing with “the country damsels,” Ichabod would “recit[e] for their amusement all the 

epitaphs on the tombstones,” and of course also sought out tales of the supernatural from the 
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families with whom he stays temporarily.575 Ichabod’s proclivities were further “increased by his 

residence in this spellbound region.”576 That he finds himself a main character in a Sleepy 

Hollow ghost story makes narrative and cosmic sense. The first full story of an encounter with 

the Headless Horseman presented to readers is told at the feast and in contrast focuses on “old 

Brouwer, a most heretical disbeliever in ghosts.”577 On his way back home out of Sleepy 

Hollow—notably, Brouwer is not a resident at least of the infectious village proper—Brouwer 

rides with the Horseman “until they reached the bridge, when the horseman suddenly turned into 

a skeleton, threw old Brouwer into the brook, and sprang away over the tree tops with a clap of 

thunder.”578 Disbelievers are good objects of ghost stories, but Ichabod is repeatedly shown to be 

a believer.579 The next story of the Horseman features the figure’s competition with Brom, who 

is returning home to Sleepy Hollow “from the neighbouring village of Sing-Sing,” which 

culminates in the Horseman’s disappearance “in a flash of fire” after losing the race.580 

Considering Brom’s posturing here, Ichabod’s sensitivity and gullibility, the inconsistencies in 

the Horseman’s mode of disappearance in the stories, and Ichabod’s lack of skepticism and self-

fulfilling fears around experiencing the supernatural, it seems clear that Brom manipulates 

Ichabod by impersonating the Headless Horseman. 
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3.5 Conclusion 

 This chapter introduces the short story that forms the basis of Sleepy Hollow’s tourism 

industry. Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” represents the placemaking work 

for which he was known in his lifetime. The intensity of Irving’s descriptions of the story’s 

setting, the story’s ambiguous qualities, and the use of uncanny images, themes, and affect make 

the “Legend” a memorable story that interests readers in visiting its real-world counterpart. I 

have offered this detailed reading of Irving’s “Legend” because it is the core of Sleepy Hollow’s 

identity, at least to non-residents.  

 This chapter also introduces the concept of the uncanny through its manifestations in 

Irving’s “Legend.” Throughout this project, I track how the uncanny is utilized as an affect and 

theming device at attractions and events in the Sleepy Hollow area. Drawing from the themes 

and characters outlined in Irving’s story, places like and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery replicate and 

circulate uncanny affect.  

In offering this close reading, I argue Irving’s “Legend” is a prime uncanny text to adapt 

for touristic purposes. The story’s content and Irving’s masterful shaping combine to this end in 

this intensely emplaced text: in particular, the story’s sense of place, theme of enchantment, 

specific haunted locations, and focus on walking prime the “Legend” for adaptation in tourism. 

Readers experience the story bodily due to its sensory intensity and attention to setting, creating 

a personal connection to Sleepy Hollow and perhaps an interest in visiting its real-world 

counterpart. The affective detail in Irving’s writing, and especially his characterization of the 

land itself as magical and holding power to enchant even transient visitors, promotes Sleepy 

Hollow country as a locus of ghost stories: their occurrence, formation, telling, and retelling. 

This retelling today occurs across the Sleepy Hollow area—and up into other places significant 
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to Irving, like Kinderhook, N.Y., as well as to more distant locales across the U.S.—largely in 

the form of tourist attractions and themed events, some of which form the basis for the following 

chapters.  

Since its serial publication in 1819 and 1820, the “Legend” has become a centerpiece of 

U.S. American literature, inspiring both direct adaptations like the Disney animation and the 

adoption of the Headless Horseman as cultural figure. Irving’s influence on American and 

especially New York culture is ongoing. The 2019-2020 collaborative effort of local 

government, non-profits, and businesses to commemorate the bicentennial of the story’s 

publication reiterate and resituate the “Legend” for the needs of today’s Sleepy Hollow 

community. In the next chapter, I examine qualities of the “Legend” that need to be renegotiated 

to address these needs.  
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4. “THE LEGEND OF SLEEPY HOLLOW” AS CONSTITUTIVE 

RHETORIC 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter continues my close reading of Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy 

Hollow.” Chapter 3 addresses characters, themes, and organizational strategies in the “Legend” 

and tracks manifestations of the uncanny through the roughly 27-page short story. In this chapter, 

I complete what Sonja K. Foss outlines as the three main components of narrative criticism: 

having analyzed the narrative’s substance and form, I turn now to its ethical perspectives.581 It is 

certainly understandable that this 200-year-old story contains elements unpalatable to today’s 

audiences. The social and political ideology Irving forwards in the “Legend” are worth 

unpacking because of the story’s continued cultural relevance as a mainstay of early U.S. 

literature curriculums, and, more directly for this project, because the “Legend” serves as 

constitutive rhetoric for the Sleepy Hollow area’s tourism industry.  

Following discussion of the story’s ideological assertions, I argue Irving’s placemaking 

work in the “Legend” situates the story well as a basis for tourism and contributes to its lasting 

impact. Namely, I examine Irving’s establishment of a strong sense of place, weaving of the 

theme of enchantment through the “Legend,” connection of hauntings to specific and visitable 

locations, and use of walking as a narrative vehicle that translates well into a tourism mobility. 

As Sleepy Hollow leadership works to commemorate Irving and his story through an 18-month 

bicentennial effort, they are challenging the story to adapt to today’s Sleepy Hollow residents, 

tourists, and placemakers. The bicentennial celebration of Irving’s “Legend” demonstrates its 

                                                
581 Foss, Rhetorical Criticism, 230. 
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significance as a piece of constitutive rhetoric around which the real-world setting of the story 

has become a tourism destination.  

4.2 Ethical Implications: “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” as Constitutive 

Rhetoric 

Ghost stories are a theme throughout the “Legend,” but the “Legend” is itself a ghost 

story, too, as it establishes a new haunting in Sleepy Hollow—that of a departed, still songful 

schoolmaster. While ample narrative clues point readers to Brom’s mischief as an explanation—

and Irving’s short story concludes with the satirical suggestion that after being frightened and 

humiliated Ichabod left for New York City to become a lawyer and politician—the “Legend”’s 

form is that of the ghost story. Referencing G. R. Thompson’s “Irving and American Ghost 

Story,” Richardson writes, “Irving has been credited with having initiated the ‘inconclusive ghost 

story.’ His equivocal story endings, which leave room for supernatural, psychological, or rational 

explanations, resound as more than literary achievements. Irving may have been joking, 

philosophizing, or experimenting.”582  

However, Irving ensured through ambiguous language and a narrator ambivalent to the 

existence of the supernatural that, as Richardson clarifies, “readers were not disabused of the 

possibility that ghosts, or simply ghost stories, had a place in the Hudson Valley.”583 Irving does 

not shame believers or offer a black and white assertion about whether superstition is positive or 

negative; rather, Irving seems to suggest in juxtaposing Brouwer’s and Ichabod’s interactions 

with the Horseman than if you believe too deeply, you can be manipulated and fooled, but if you 

believe not at all, the supernatural will teach you a lesson. That Brouwer suffers a worse fate 

                                                
582 Richardson, Possessions, 77. 
583 Richardson, 77. 
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than Ichabod seems to (unless you ask a lawyer) suggests Irving believes some degree of 

superstitiousness is a good quality. Irving certainly felt that way in his own life.584 After his close 

friend John Nadler Hall died, Burstein recounts, Irving tried to contact him across realms: 

Some years later, Irving told his nephew Pierre of a conversation he and Hall had 
had about the possibility of life after death. It was Hall, feeling the precariousness 
of his own life, who had brought up the subject, soberly asking Irving whether he 
would mind a ‘visit’ from him after he died. ‘Why, Hall,’ Irving had said, ‘we 
have lived so amicably together, I don’t know why I should fear to welcome your 
apparition, if you are able to come.’ So they made a compact, and Hall said: ‘If I 
can solve the mystery for you, I engage to do it.’ After [Hall passed in] December, 
Irving tried repeatedly to call up the spirit of his friend, but to no avail.585 
 

And, in an oft-quoted letter, Irving wrote of his home at Sunnyside: “‘My heart dwells in that 

blessed little spot; and I really believe that when I die I shall haunt it: but it will be as a good 

spirit, that no one needs be affraid [sic] of.’”586 Irving seems to suggest in his ambiguous ghost 

story form that a bit of superstition enriches one’s life and thought, while too much reliance on 

belief in the afterlife, particularly in association with established religious tradition, impedes and 

detracts from life in this realm. 

Such ideological suggestions are woven through Irving’s “Legend.” I unpack some of the 

most relevant in this final part of my narrative criticism reading of the story: an evaluation of the 

narrative. I consider, as Foss suggests as one approach to such an evaluation, “what ethical 

                                                
584 Irving did, however, find superstition in organized religion troublesome. Jones describes 
Irving’s frustration in Catania in Sicily, Italy, while touring Europe: “Ever the skeptic of all 
things religious, Irving asked a local priest to explain the value of a patron saint who had 
permitted half the city to be consumed by a volcanic eruption in 1693. The priest replied that 
Agatha had allowed lava to cover only part of the city so the rest would see what miseries she 
had saved them from. Irving left the church in head-shaking disbelief. ‘Such is the flimsy manner 
in which the priests impose upon the credulity of this superstitious people,’ he wrote” (Jones, 
Irving, 38). 
585 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 212. 
586 Qtd. in Burstein, 306. 
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standards are embodied in or advocated by the narrative.”587 Apart from Irving’s implications 

about superstition, the “Legend” taken as constitutive rhetoric makes further claims about places 

and the people that dwell in them that remain resonant today.  

Irving’s “Legend” is the most significant media text for Sleepy Hollow tourism and 

serves as constitutive rhetoric. Building from the work of Kenneth Burke, Gregory Clark 

explains that beyond spoken and written language, “the full range of symbols that constitute a 

person’s social and cultural experience have rhetorical functions.”588 Clark interprets Burke’s 

“collapsing the categories of ‘art’ and ‘rhetoric’ [as] a suggestion that the socially constitutive 

rhetorical work we conventionally describe as ‘public discourse’ can be done in many different 

ways—that, indeed, this ‘publicizing’ work need not necessarily be discursive” but can be 

experiential and affective, as in place experience.589 Clark applies Burke’s widening of rhetorical 

studies to early U.S. tourism, arguing “the rhetorical power of a national culture is wielded not 

only by public discourse, but also by public experiences. Both present a collective of people with 

shared symbols of a common identity and, in doing so, prompt those people to adopt that identity 

for themselves.”590  

The concept of constitutive rhetoric (a term, as Clark points out, Burke “never quite 

used”) has its clearest origins in Michael C. McGee’s 1975 piece “In Search of ‘The People’: A 

Rhetorical Alternative.”591 McGee criticizes that “with few exceptions, most rhetorical 

scholarship presupposes a ‘people’ or an ‘audience’ which is either (a) an objective, literal 

extension of ‘person,’ or (b) a ‘mob’ of individuals whose significance is their gullibility and 

                                                
587 Foss, Rhetorical Criticism, 236. 
588 Clark, Landscapes, 3. 
589 Clark, 96. 
590 Clark, 4. 
591 Clark, 124; McGee, “People.” 
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failure to respond to ‘logical’ argument.”592 McGee argues for collaboration between rhetorical 

criticism and social theory in developing a more nuanced sense of audience. The social 

influences that constitute “the people” and their perspectives are thus of urgent concern for 

rhetoricians attempting to persuade a “people.” These social influences tend to take the form of 

myths typically forwarded through both creative and journalistic media.593 McGee summarizes, 

“Each political myth presupposes a ‘people’ who can legislate reality with their collective belief. 

So long as ‘the people’ believe basic myths, there is unity and collective identity. When there is 

no fundamental belief, one senses a crisis which can only be met with a new rhetoric, a new 

mythology.”594  

In this vein, Rod Giblett, writing as an environmental theorist rather than as a rhetorician, 

calls for remythification of vilified places and their inhabitants as a central goal of his text 

Environmental Humanities and the Uncanny: “As monsters are demonized, so are monstrous 

places. These places are theologized and moralized as places of evil, the monstrous and the 

demonic. They need to be detheologized and remythified in much more environmentally friendly 

terms of, for example, thinking both the city and the swamp as the body.”595 Giblett sees 

negative attitudes toward and treatment of alligators and crocodiles as largely tied to their 

connection to their swamp homeland, associated for many, through popular narratives, with the 

mysterious, dangerous, smelly, and uncanny. Clark, writing of how partaking in similar 

                                                
592 McGee, 238. See similar, more recent concerns in Jenny Rice, Distant Publics (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2012). 
593 William Lewis, “Telling America’s Story: Narrative Form and the Reagan Presidency,” 
Quarterly Journal of Speech 73, no. 3 (1987): 267-279; Janice Hocker Rushing, “The Rhetoric 
of the Western Myth,” Communication Monographs 50 (1983): 12-32; Mark West and Chris 
Carey, “(Re)Enacting Frontier Justice: The Bush Administration’s Tactical Narration of the Old 
West Fantasy After September 11,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 92, no. 4 (2006): 379-410. 
594 McGee, “People,” 245. 
595 Giblett, Uncanny, 3. 
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experiences of popular U.S. tourism destinations built a unified sense of the American homeland 

for its nineteenth- and twentieth-century inhabitants, suggests “Places, as opposed to spaces, 

landscapes as opposed to land, inevitably come to ‘stand for’ an identity that attempts seamlessly 

to interweave individual and the collective.”596 Myths of place, like that of Sleepy Hollow’s 

enchantment promoted in the “Legend” and now utilized as a tourism imaginary in the region, 

are particularly significant. McGee concludes that myths are a large part of what constitutes “the 

people”: 

Because myths can be classified within a culture’s vital and stable rhythm, ‘the 
people’ of that culture can be described rhetorically. One begins with the 
understanding that political myths are purely rhetorical phenomena, ontological 
appeals constructed from artistic proofs and intended to redefine an 
uncomfortable and oppressive reality. Such myths are endemic in the human 
condition and, though technically they represent nothing but a ‘false 
consciousness,’ they nonetheless function as a means of providing social unity 
and collective identity. Indeed, ‘the people’ are the social and political myths they 
accept.597  
 

Understanding the “Legend” as a formative myth for the Sleepy Hollow area and analyzing 

Irving’s 1819 story as constitutive rhetoric illuminates its value to contemporary local 

communities and aids in developing a sense of how the uncanny is manipulated for tourism 

today. 

As a brief clarification, questioning the rhetorical messages presented in and by the 

“Legend” is not the same as interrogating the story’s morals. In the postscript, we receive a 

number of direct answers from Irving as to what the story means. A man listening with Diedrich 

Knickerbocker to the storyteller from whom the account of Ichabod seems to originate asks 

about “the moral of the story, and what it went to prove.”598 Obligingly, the storyteller observed, 

                                                
596 Clark, Landscapes, 151. 
597 McGee, “People,” 247. 
598 Irving, Sketch Book, 320. 
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“that the story was most logically intended to prove, ‘That there is no situation in life but has its 

advantages and pleasures, provided we will but take a joke as we find it: That, therefore, he that 

runs races with goblin troopers, is likely to have rough riding of it: Ergo, for a country 

schoolmaster to be refused the hand of a Dutch heiress, is a certain step to high preferment in the 

state.’”599  

These satirical assertions are consistent with Irving’s brand of humor. Burstein reminds, 

“We must recognize, too, that in 1823–1824, Irving remained at heart a social critic. (His critics 

did not understand this about him.) He regarded his craft as a serious one, yet did not take 

himself too seriously.”600 Irving released the Sketch Book in which the “Legend” appears serially 

in 1819 and 1820, still firmly attached to his roots as a satirist. Burstein’s sense that Irving “did 

not take himself too seriously” has echoes here in the suggestions that one should seek out the 

humor in especially the dark parts of life and in the political joke that Ichabod’s rejection and 

naiveté led him to a career in the government. The implication “he that runs races with goblin 

troopers, is likely to have rough riding of it” returns us to our earlier example of superstition. 

Irving does not necessarily color superstition good or bad and admits its uses for establishment 

of norms as well as for indirect social control by the clever over the gullible. I turn now to the 

other assertions the “Legend” forwards as a constitutive force in Sleepy Hollow and the 

surrounding region. 

4.2.1 Residents as Primary Stakeholders  

As a place-centric text, the “Legend” addresses land issues that persist in today’s 

scholarly, political, and popular dialogues. But the central party in discussions about land 

                                                
599 Irving, 320. 
600 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 183. 
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ownership and local identity is often referenced obliquely or generalized into a monolith: in both 

the “Legend” and many discussions of land issues today, residents are overlooked despite being 

primary stakeholders in decisions about the places they dwell. 

In fact, the existence of today’s “Sleepy Hollow” community results from conflict and 

demonstrates that the area’s residents do not share a unanimous attachment to Irving’s “Legend.” 

The 1996 closure of the General Motors plant necessitated a new economic plan for the village, 

which had relied on the plant for employment and revenue. Debates around then-North 

Tarrytown’s potential futures crystallized in discussions of the name change from “North 

Tarrytown” to “Sleepy Hollow,” a move, Richardson explains, “supported by newly arrived, 

generally well-to-do suburbanites, who, according to the New York Times, felt that the village 

should seek ‘a new identity—or more precisely, return to an old one—by reaching back into 

history and legend.’”601 The change, however, “was strongly opposed by the town’s older 

working-class community, who felt that the name change ignored its history in the town” and 

took several votes for the community to approve.602  

Sleepy Hollow Mayor Ken Wray—who, along with his wife Lynn Moffat, was among 

the new arrivals interviewed by the New York Times when the name change was made official—

told me “there are people that still feel very strongly” about the North Tarrytown name in the 

village today.603 Some mailboxes and cars still sport orange “North Tarrytown Forever” stickers, 

which were circulated as activist material at least through 2018. I saw these stickers on 

                                                
601 Richardson, Possessions, 201-202. 
602 Richardson, 202.  
603 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019. Mary 
McAleer Vizard, “What’s in a Name? For Sleepy Hollow, New Dreams,” New York Times, Jan. 
5, 1997, https://www.nytimes.com/1997/01/05/realestate/what-s-in-a-name-for-sleepy-hollow-
new-dreams.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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mailboxes and vehicles in 2017, and Wray shared he received some in the mail unsolicited the 

same year.604 This issue of local identity was hugely important to residents: according to a 1996 

New York Times piece, the vote “stirred deep passions among the 8,152 residents, and 70 percent 

of the eligible voters cast ballots. Election inspectors in some districts said more residents went 

to the polls than in some Presidential elections.”605 That village residents, then and now, are 

deeply concerned with the cultural identity and theming of their home reveals their status as 

important stakeholders.   

In Irving’s “Legend,” as I discussed in Chapter 3’s section on place determinism, the 

residents of the village are frequently presented as vessels of their village’s enchantment. A 

significant passage of narration at the beginning of the story advocates for Sleepy Hollow as a 

place out of time and its people as similarly suspended during the time of change following the 

Revolutionary War. After describing the land as enchanted and its inhabitants as superstitious, 

the narrator explains: 

I mention this peaceful spot with all possible laud; for it is in such little retired 
Dutch valleys, found here and there embosomed in the great state of New York, 
that population, manners, and customs, remain fixed, while the great torrent of 
migration and improvement, which is making such incessant changes in other 
parts of this restless country, sweeps by them unobserved. They are like those 
little nooks of still water, which border a rapid stream, where we may see the 
straw and bubble riding quietly at anchor, or slowly revolving in their mimic 
harbor, undisturbed by the rush of the passing current. Though many years have 
elapsed since I trod the drowsy shades of Sleepy Hollow, yet I question whether I 
should not still find the same trees and the same families vegetating in its 
sheltered bosom.606 
 

                                                
604 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
605 Joseph Berger, “North Tarrytown Votes to Pursue Its Future as Sleepy Hollow,” New York 
Times, Dec. 11, 1996, https://www.nytimes.com/1996/12/11/nyregion/north-tarrytown-votes-to-
pursue-its-future-as-sleepy-hollow.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
606 Irving, Sketch Book, 295. 
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If the narrator could return to Sleepy Hollow today, he would in fact see some of “the same 

trees,” most notably the tulip tree connected with Major André, and some of “the same families”: 

indeed, a Van Tassell [sic] sits on the board for the bicentennial celebration.607 But that Sleepy 

Hollow offers its trees and families a “sheltered bosom” keeping both arrested in time is not such 

a reasonable assertion anymore.  

Mayor Ken Wray told me Sleepy Hollow is now a majority Spanish-speaking village, and 

Census.gov reports that 54.5 percent of the population identifies as Hispanic or Latinx, with the 

next largest percentage, 37.1 percent, identifying as white alone. Most residents would likely 

take umbrage today with the narrator’s assertion that for Sleepy Hollow and its people, 

“population, manners, and customs, remain fixed, while the great torrent of migration and 

improvement, which is making such incessant changes in other parts of this restless country, 

sweeps by them unobserved.” This seemingly anti-immigration statement is certainly typical of 

its time period, but, today, 41 percent of Sleepy Hollow’s residents were born outside the U.S.608 

This passage situating Sleepy Hollow as a bastion against progress makes little sense as a 

description of the village today, especially after its decades housing and staffing a General 

Motors plant, which employed at the time “thousands of workers per day, [and] tax revenue from 

the GM site contributed 50% of the Village’s total budget,” according to Sleepy Hollow’s 

                                                
607 Lynn Moffat (bicentennial planner), in discussion with the author, March 2019. Moffat 
elaborated, “there’s a lot of Van Tassells out there but, yeah, she’s [Tara,] a Van Tassell.” Tara is 
a prominent community member involved with the Historical Society, Inc., Serving Sleepy 
Hollow and Tarrytown as well as Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. According to Westchester Magazine 
in 2015, “Every Halloween, Tara gets calls from strangers asking if she’s related to Katrina Van 
Tassel. ‘I tell them, “She’s a fictional character!”’”: Dana White, “The First Families of 
Westchester,” Westchester Magazine, Jan. 14, 2015, https://westchestermagazine.com/life-
style/history/the-first-families-of-westchester/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
608 Data from between 2013 and 2017. “Quick Facts – Sleepy Hollow, NY,” Census.gov, 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/sleepyhollowvillagenewyork (Date Last Accessed, January 5, 
2021). 
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comprehensive plan.609 The bicentennial celebration—further progress for the village, now from 

the industrial to the touristic, as the 1996 name change illustrates—includes a number of 

initiatives designed for Spanish-speaking community members, including Spanish-language 

reading groups for the “Legend.” 610 “The great torrent of migration and improvement” at which 

Irving’s narrator shudders is mainly welcomed today.  

However, the museumification the narrator performs here continues in the Sleepy Hollow 

area and is made more prominent in tourism. Most scholars point to tourism as focused on 

difference. John Urry, in his latest edition of The Tourist Gaze, co-written with Jonas Larsen, 

that “[t]he tourist gaze is directed to features of landscape and townscape which separate them 

off from everyday experience. Such aspects are viewed because they are taken in some sense to 

be out of the ordinary.”611 Erik Cohen similarly asserts:  

Modern mass tourism […] is predicated upon […] the gradual abandonment of 
the traditional, sacred image of the cosmos, and the awakening of interest in the 
culture, social life and natural environment of others. In its extreme form, modern 
tourism involves a generalized interest in or appreciation of that which is 
different, strange or novel in comparison with what the traveller is acquainted 
with in his cultural world.612 
 

This search for difference, when it extends into a desire to experience other humans as the Other, 

creates the problematic dichotomy of “hosts and guests” with which anthropologists have long 

been preoccupied.613 As Jane C. Desmond notes, local human and nonhuman animal residents 

are often thrust into performative roles and commodified.614 Thankfully, tourism in Sleepy 

                                                
609 “Comprehensive Plan,” 1.  
610 I discuss bilingual efforts associated with the bicentennial in Chapter 5. 
611 Urry and Larsen, Gaze, 4. 
612 Cohen, “Phenomenology,” 182. 
613 Valene Smith, Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology of Tourism (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1989). 
614 Desmond, Staging. 
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Hollow does not tend to present human residents as novelties outside of paid performers and 

costumed employees of historic sites. However, the area’s tourism industry has included animal 

entertainment in the past to lend authenticity to historic sites, and multiple sites and 

organizations continue to use horses for performances alongside costumed Headless Horsemen. 

In Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding area, tourist activities are built not only to provide 

an experience of enchantment and spookiness, an imaginary built from cultural exposure to the 

Headless Horseman if not direct experiences with Irving’s “Legend” or its more recent iterations, 

but embodied encounters with the past similar to those offered in Colonial Williamsburg and 

similar attractions.615 Historic Hudson Valley formerly relied on a “re-enactment village” 

approach to their historic site tours, including a milking “exhibit” where visitors interacted with 

living animals. While tours are now more educationally oriented and Historic Hudson Valley 

works against romanticization of the colonial past and especially Northern slavery, Sunnyside 

docents still give tours in costume to address this touristic expectation, and an October 2019 New 

York Times article advertised, “During daylight hours, a visit to Philipsburg Manor is a visit to 

1750, complete with butter-churning costumed interpreters and a working grist mill.”616 

Avoiding undue romanticization of the past remains a significant challenge and boundary for 

historical societies and other cultural organizations looking to attract tourist attention and 

revenue without trivializing or valorizing their historical subjects. As the same New York Times 

piece reveals, “Big earners like [Halloween season event The Great Jack O’Lantern] Blaze now 

enable Historic Hudson Valley to fulfill its year-round educational mission in a way that would 

                                                
615 See Chapter 6 on Sunnyside for a discussion of allochronism as a tourism imaginary at an 
HHV site. 
616 Molly Fitzpatrick, “The Headless Horseman Industrial Complex,” The New York Times, Oct. 
11, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/10/11/nyregion/halloween-sleepy-hollow-headless-
horseman.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 



 192 

not otherwise be possible. (According to their most recent public records, Historic Hudson 

Valley reported more than $5.6 million in program service revenue in 2017.).”617  

This is a conflict that has echoes in debates around preservation. Richardson devotes a 

chapter of Possessions to conflicts around High Tor Mountain, where its hauntings and media 

stories about them were used to promote preserving the mountain as state parkland, eliminating 

the possibility of private ownership and taxation. Historic preservation of cultural sites, like High 

Tor Mountain, the setting of much Hudson Valley folklore and perhaps most significantly a 

Maxwell Anderson play, may initially seem like a net positive. However, when preservation 

efforts are undertaken and led by individuals and organizations based outside the community 

currently utilizing the land in question, the practice is closer to eminent domain than archival 

work. Richardson warns, “Lodged within this culture of restorations is a profound political 

problem linked to recurrent questions of right and possession, questions of control over 

definitions of place and historical worth that consequently influences decisions regarding 

territory.”618 Richardson cites a letter to the editor in a 1942 Rockland County newspaper: 

“‘Those of us who pay taxes and who like to reside in the county watch with some gloom the 

continued encroachments of a park whose avowed purpose is to own al[l] the riverfront from 

Newburgh to the Palisades and as far west as the Ramapos.’”619 Today, it is for many 

prohibitively expensive to reside in Westchester County: as the closest upstate area to the five 

boroughs, it is heavily populated by people who work in the City and contains many historic 

sites and much government-owned parkland.620 

                                                
617 Fitzpatrick, “Industrial Complex.” 
618 Richardson, Possessions, 193. 
619 Qtd. in Richardson, 194. 
620According to Census.gov, the median household income (in 2017 dollars and using 2013–
2017 data) is $89,968. “Quick Facts – Sleepy Hollow, NY,” Census.gov, 
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Benoni L. Amsden, Richard C. Stedman, and Linda E. Kruger write of the tradeoffs 

required of tourism-dependent communities:  

The expansion of tourism in rural areas presents a number of challenges to the 
natural, cultural, and built environments in which local people experience day-to-
day life. Increases in tourism can in turn prompt rapid growth, raise revenues, and 
provide local residents with amenities such as restaurants, theatres, and retail 
stores. Tourism development may also change the community’s social, political, 
and economic landscapes by altering traffic patterns, challenging service 
providers, and driving up property values.621  
 

It is imperative for tourism planners to consider the communities their efforts affect, especially 

when those decision-makers are non-residents or newcomers in the areas they aim to develop as 

destinations. To be successful as a tourist site, a place must offer some quality of difference—it 

need not necessarily be unique, but must have some notable difference from its surroundings to 

become an attraction at least for travelers from elsewhere in the area or state. With General 

Motors’ departure from Sleepy Hollow as the impetus for the village to recalibrate its identity 

and economy, placemakers in local government and cultural organizations have distinguished the 

area as not a suburb of New York City but a unique place with its own cultural heritage. As 

tourism grows—Wray told me Sleepy Hollow has already seen tourism traditionally restricted to 

the Halloween season “spread out through the rest of the year”—placemakers across the Sleepy 

Hollow region will need to continue addressing the concerns and meeting the needs of area 

residents first, lest tourism profits place “a spell over the minds of the good people.”622 

                                                
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/sleepyhollowvillagenewyork (Date Last Accessed, January 5, 
2021). 
621 Benoni L. Amsden, Richard C. Stedman, and Linda E. Kruger, “The Creation and 
Maintenance of Sense of Place in a Tourism-Dependent Community,” Leisure Sciences 33, no. 1 
(2011): 32. 
622 Irving, Sketch Book, 294. According to an October 2019 New York Times article, “the most 
commonly cited seasonal complaint among locals” has been traffic at least since 2010 
(Fitzpatrick, “Industrial Complex”). 
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4.2.2 Modern Lens: Race, Gender, Class 

While it makes little sense to expect a two-hundred-year-old story to read smoothly 

through today’s cultural lens, I would be remiss to leave some discussion of outdated elements 

out of my reading of the ethical implications of Irving’s “Legend” as constitutive rhetoric. These 

elements, though thankfully a small part of the larger story (likely contributing to its longevity in 

the popular eye), can still alienate modern audiences when the story is read and especially when 

it is taught in schools. Examining how modern renditions of the story adapt or neglect to adapt 

these elements is informative as well, especially in the context of tourism. What is remembered 

and forgotten is, as public memory scholars take as a central tenet of their work, largely 

determined by select people and organizations with power. Today, racist portions of the story are 

mostly ignored, the sexism connected to the character of Katrina is either presented as a product 

of its time or escapes mention, and the class and local identity issues related to Ichabod’s 

interloping presence in Sleepy Hollow are central to most scholarly discussions but not often 

brought up in popular retellings of the “Legend.” 

As I have been working on this project and living in New York, when I mention my 

research or the “Legend,” people tend to recognize the story but be most familiar with the 1949 

Disney version of the story—even if they know the original story was written by Irving and even 

if they have read the story. For twentieth-century animation, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” 

half of The Adventures of Ichabod and Mr. Toad avoids most of the racism for which Disney 

cartoons are now infamous.623 Little imagery of the story features characters of color, so the 

                                                
623 This is especially true when comparing the Disney cartoon to the 1934 Ub Iwerks short “The 
Headless Horseman.” It is worth noting that the other half of The Adventures of Ichabod and Mr. 
Toad is based on The Wind in the Willows, as well as that the memorable Bing Crosby song “The 
Headless Horseman” featured in the Disney cartoon includes the line, “Black or white or even 
red, the Headless Horseman needs a head” (The Headless Horseman in this version steals heads 
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racist remarks about Black people in Irving’s “Legend” keep mostly out of public awareness and 

certainly do not appear in touristic renditions of the story in the Sleepy Hollow area. Irving’s 

narrator does, however, present an uncomfortable description of people watching Ichabod dance 

at the Van Tassel feast: “[Ichabod] was the admiration of all the negroes, who, having gathered, 

of all ages and sizes, from the farm and the neighbourhood, stood forming a pyramid of shining 

black faces at every door and window, gazing with delight at the scene, rolling their white eye 

balls, and showing grinning rows of ivory from ear to ear.”624 This sentence and a description of 

a Black and presumably enslaved man delivering Ichabod’s invitation to the feast are the only 

mentions of Black characters in the story. 

Indigenous peoples, too, who occupied the area before the Dutch, are largely erased from 

the history of Sleepy Hollow: the narrator refers to the village’s residents as “descendants from 

the original Dutch settlers.”625 The only reference to Indigenous presence in the region is the 

suggestion that “an old Indian chief, the prophet or wizard of his tribe, held his powwows there 

before the country was discovered by Master Hendrick Hudson,” causing Sleepy Hollow’s 

enchantment. Of course, the suggestion that Henry Hudson “discovered” the area is laughable 

today, but that this is the only reference to Indigenous peoples and that it is countered by another 

                                                
to replace his own). The cartoon also features an insensitive joke about the name “Manhattan,” 
taken from Irving’s Diedrich Knickerbocker’s History of New York, suggesting the original 
Indigenous inhabitants of the area named it for men wearing hats. And, the Disney animation if 
anything exaggerates the sexism in Irving’s story, including a lengthy visual “joke” about how 
neither Ichabod, Brom, nor anyone else wants to dance with an overweight woman at the Van 
Tassel feast. 
624 Irving, Sketch Book, 310. See also 306, when a Black man delivers Ichabod’s invitation to the 
Van Tassel feast to the school house: “…having delivered his message with that air of 
importance, and effort at fine language, which a negro is apt to display on petty embassies of the 
kind, he dashed over the brook, and was seen scampering away up the hollow, full of the 
importance and hurry of his mission.” These are the only two references to Black characters in 
the story. 
625 Irving, 294. 
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suggestion that “a high German witch doctor,” another outsider, was behind the curse, makes this 

line particularly troubling. As a final note on race, Irving’s narrator presents the Dutch residents 

of Sleepy Hollow as superstitious, and Irving himself, in letters home during a visit to 

Amsterdam, revealed a “lack of compassion for the real Dutch,” according to Burstein.626 

Overall, in featuring almost exclusively white characters (and only white named characters), the 

“Legend” escapes much of the racism of its time—again, likely aiding in its sustained 

influence—but misses its setting’s important Indigenous history and peoples as well as the 

perspectives of people of color, many of whom were enslaved on local plantations even in 

Irving’s time. 

The “Legend” has a generally sexist tone, set by the narrator’s commentary, descriptions 

of Katrina, and Ichabod’s impositions on local women for food and hospitality, all of which are 

more deeply felt with some background on Irving himself. Like Ichabod, Irving throughout his 

life took comfort in the company of women, often older women—in his younger years, the wives 

of his mentors; in his later years, women his age or his junior who were married, considered too 

old to be marriageable, or related to him—for socialization and amenities like food and housing. 

In contrast, the two women Irving considered marrying were in fact young girls: Matilda 

Hoffman, whose death at seventeen has long been cited by biographers as an explanation for why 

the author never married, which Burstein calls a “silly assumption,” and Emily Foster, who was 

eighteen when thirty-nine-year-old Irving stayed with her family, spending most of his time with 

her mother, Flora.627  

                                                
626 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 169. Irving did, though, appreciate Dutch architecture enough to 
model his Sunnyside home in its style and was buried near the Old Dutch Church (in Sleepy 
Hollow Cemetery, not the churchyard). 
627 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 333, 172. 
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That Irving never married and held only platonic relationships with adult women has 

sparked some biographers—this is a major contention of Jones’s volume—to argue Irving was 

gay. Burstein suggests instead “Irving lived by a ‘pollution taboo,’ [with] sexual ramifications” 

and that “[m]en fulfilled needs for him—emotional, and we should not presume physical—that 

were ordinarily fulfilled by a wife.”628 Jones asserts “Irving was neither celibate nor uninterested 

in marriage,” and his “perpetual bachelorhood was due mainly to his failure as a suitor rather 

than to any lack of interest in love or the institution of marriage.”629 Jones explains, “Once 

Matilda died, however, Irving the gay bachelor—perhaps literally—was off the hook for the rest 

of his life. He could simply claim, as sentimental biographers did for decades, that Matilda’s 

death had so scarred him that it was impossible for him to ever marry another,” and the 

biographer posits Irving had romantic relationships with his close friend Henry Brevoort and the 

painters Washington Allston and Gilbert Stuart Newton.630 Burstein concludes Irving “sought 

innocent perfection in” women, who were especially vulnerable to his “pollution taboo,” so 

much that he was only attracted to “virginal young women.”631  

The personal relationships and opinions Irving held with and about women, at least as 

posited by biographers, make it unsurprising that the narrator of the “Legend” makes some 

agitating statements about women typical of the time but disruptive to the reading experience 

today. For example, the narrator asserts Ichabod “he would have passed a pleasant life of it, in 

despite of the Devil and all his works, if his path had not been crossed by a being that causes 

more perplexity to mortal man, than ghosts, goblins, and the whole race of witches put together, 

                                                
628 Burstein, 334, 333. 
629 Jones, Irving, 88. 
630 Jones, 88, 171. 
631 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 334, 305, 211. 
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and that was—a woman.”632 This woman, the main female presence in the “Legend,” is Katrina, 

“a blooming lass of fresh eighteen.”633 She is described as “a little of a coquette, as might be 

perceived even in her dress,” which included “a provokingly short petticoat, to display the 

prettiest foot and ankle in the country round.”634 Ichabod is immediately interested in this young 

woman—his student in psalmody, a power dynamic that today would exclude the possibility of a 

romantic or sexual relationship—and “more especially after he had visited her in her paternal 

mansion” and seen the wealth and land she would inherit.635  

To Ichabod, she was “so tempting a morsel” and is repeatedly associated with the food 

the protagonist greedily covets throughout the story.636 Women are thus presented as 

consumables, like Sleepy Hollow’s folklore and its families’ hospitality are for Ichabod—or, 

rather, young women are presented as consumables, while older women are presented as ready 

homemakers to be taken advantage of for meals and lodging. While Ichabod exchanges ghost 

stories with Sleepy Hollow’s older female residents, Katrina does not speak or have a 

conversation reported by the narrator until she is implied to have rejected Ichabod at the end of 

the feast, prompting the narrator to opine in another sexist declaration, “Oh these women! these 

women! Could that girl have been playing off any of her coquettish tricks?—Was her 

encouragement of the poor pedagogue all a mere sham to secure her conquest of his rival?—

Heaven only knows, not I!”637  

                                                
632 Irving, Sketch Book, 300. 
633 Irving, 300. 
634 Irving, 300. 
635 Irving, 300. 
636 Irving, 300. 
637 Irving, 313. 
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Perhaps most evident of Ichabod’s, the narrator’s, and ultimately Irving’s disregard for 

Katrina as a person—and by implication, women as deserving of equal consideration as 

individuals—is Ichabod’s fantasy of “the blooming Katrina, with a whole family of children, 

mounted on top of a waggon loaded with household trumpery, with pots and kettles dangling 

beneath; and he beheld himself bestriding a pacing mare, with a colt at her heels, setting out for 

Kentucky, Tennessee, or the Lord knows where!”638 Beyond revealing himself as uninterested in 

extended residence in Sleepy Hollow, Ichabod here shows no respect for Katrina’s heritage and 

community role. He assumes Katrina, who expects to inherits her father’s farm as a fifth-

generation member of her family in Sleepy Hollow—we learn she wears jewelry “her great great 

grandmother had brought over from Saardam,” a city near Amsterdam—will be happy to not 

only marry Ichabod, a Connecticut Yankee, but soon after leave her hometown for “the Lord 

knows where.”639 That women are denied agency in the story is, again, almost a given for the 

time period—and the sexism in the “Legend” pales in comparison to “Rip Van Winkle,” in 

which, as Burstein points out, the main character’s “disagreeable wife […] is not even 

humanized with a first name”—but is a blatantly sexist and disruptive piece of the story for 

contemporary readers.640 Perhaps more upsetting, reiterations of the “Legend” today, likely 

because Katrina is a major part of the story and because the story prioritizes narration over 

dialogue, tend to perpetuate Irving’s original, sexist characterization of her—though, notably, 

Katrina is made a more dynamic character in Tim Burton’s 1999 film Sleepy Hollow.  

Ichabod’s social class and educational privilege stands out in the story today. While 

transience between towns, states, and region is common for U.S. Americans now, urban and 

                                                
638 Irving, 302. 
639 Irving, 300. 
640 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 128. 
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tourism-dependent communities especially are sensitive to interloping newcomers and to 

gentrification. Ichabod is not really a gentrifier, but he may be a literary precursor to the way we 

think about gentrification today: he moves from a likely wealthier area in Connecticut and feels 

entitled to Sleepy Hollow’s resources—of hospitality, company, and food, as well as cultural 

heritage in the form of ghost and war stories—when he arrives as a visiting intellectual. We 

never learn quite why Ichabod decided to come to Sleepy Hollow. Although he expresses desire 

for Baltus Van Tassel’s farmhouse, Ichabod does not want to become a local farmer, only to reap 

the profits from selling the land and its bounty before continuing westward: by his own 

admission, he only “‘tarrie[s]” in the village.641 Worst of all is his presumptuous courting of the 

village’s “peerless” heiress and even more presumptuous hopes she will leave the area with 

him.642  

As the schoolmaster, Ichabod was at least by the village’s women “considered a kind of 

idle gentleman like personage, of vastly superior taste and accomplishments to the rough country 

swains, and, indeed, inferior in learning only to the parson.”643 This stance of intellect—we learn 

in the following paragraph “he had read several books quite through”—allows Ichabod to 

assume a role and social position in the community quickly, but he postures as much as “the 

rough country swain” Brom Bones.644 That Brom eventually bests Ichabod, by fooling him no 

less, indicates Ichabod’s “superior elegance and address” could do little for him in the realities of 

the village where he had landed.645 In the postscript, we learn the original storyteller who shared 

this account of Ichabod with Diedrich Knickerbocker in New York City was “strongly suspected 

                                                
641 Irving, Sketch Book, 295. 
642 Irving, 302. 
643 Irving, 297-298. 
644 Irving, 298. 
645 Irving, 298. 
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of being poor” by Knickerbocker, both because he was “a pleasant, shabby, gentlemanly old 

fellow, in salt and pepper clothes” and because “he made such efforts to be entertaining.”646 That 

this man tells Knickerbocker the story, forwards three plausible morals of the tale, then admits 

when questioned he does not “believe one half of it” speaks to the tenuous connections between 

intelligence, education, and class.647 This storyteller character, the only one in the “Legend” 

whose poverty is mentioned directly, has found his way into the speaker position “at a 

corporation meeting of the ancient city of Manhattoes, at which were present many of its sagest 

and most illustrious burghers” with “a glass of wine” should not be overlooked as an indication 

of class mobility.648  

The “Legend” of Ichabod’s disrespect for the community he enters, riding on his 

education and good-natured willingness to “render[…] himself both useful and agreeable” at the 

homes where he stays, is a warning to researchers as well, especially anthropologists and 

ethnographers who must always be aware of the differing investments of “hosts” and “guests.”649 

Ichabod listens to the stories that interest him; he pays little attention to the history of the area, 

obligingly sitting through “long stories about the war” at the Van Tassel feast while knowing “all 

these were nothing to the tales of ghosts and apparitions that succeeded.”650 Ichabod spends little 

time learning about the community in which he resides despite “carrying the whole budget of 

local gossip from house to house.”651 He chooses to occupy most of his days at “his little empire, 

                                                
646 Irving, 319.  
647 Irving, 320. 
648 Irving, 319, 320. Irving himself was born to a merchant family in New York City in 1783, the 
youngest and not the most promising child in a large family (see Jones, Irving, 14), and died the 
most famous American author, internationally acclaimed for his writing and retired from 
multiple political positions. 
649 Irving, Sketch Book, 297.  
650 Irving, 311. 
651 Irving, 298. 
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the school” where he could exhibit some power over local children; he passes his evenings 

following his students home if they “happened to have pretty sisters, or good housewives for 

mothers, noted for the comforts of the cupboard.”652 Otherwise, Ichabod spends his time alone, 

reading Mather by the brook outside the school house and fantasizing about food, riches, and 

leaving town married and wealthier. Despite his social position as schoolmaster and impositions 

on local families, as Richardson observes, “Ichabod simply does not have the local knowledge to 

suspect that the ghost might be Brom Bones in disguise.”653 When we as researchers enter a 

community, we ought to be more gracious than “ingratiating,” and especially to take care in 

collecting the stories our informants want to tell more than the ones we want to hear and record. 

Regardless of the race- and gender-related missteps in Irving’s “Legend,” I would still be 

comfortable teaching this story to a class of undergraduate or graduate students. Were I to teach 

at the secondary level, I might be more hesitant to bring the “Legend” into a high school 

classroom unless I was able to devote time to class discussion of so-called outdated elements of 

the story. I believe the intense placemaking efforts, along with Irving’s blend of humor, 

ambiguity, and memorable characters, make this story a worthwhile syllabus addition in U.S. 

American literature courses, courses on the history of New York, and discussions of the rhetoric 

of place. Adaptations of the “Legend,” especially for tourism, should omit the passages on 

Indigenous and Black people from performances of the story and follow Historic Hudson 

Valley’s lead in making information about these groups’ contributions to the area available 

online and in exhibit or handout form at events. Media adaptations should, as Tim Burton did in 

his 1999 film, flesh out the character of Katrina. I would also recommend casting or animating 

                                                
652 Irving, 297, 296. 
653 Richardson, Possessions, 60. 
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her as a larger woman, especially if narration or dialogue uses Irving’s repeated description of 

her as “plump as a partridge,” including in stage performances at tourist sites.654 That Ichabod is 

inconsiderate of Katrina’s own hopes for her future is consistent with his character, but I would 

advise adding at least one line of dialogue for Katrina where she expresses an alternative she 

wants for herself. Most of all, it is vital to introduce the story as an artifact of early American 

literature and consider, especially in the classroom, the changes in New York and the U.S. in the 

200 years since its publication.  

4.3 The “Legend” as Basis for Sleepy Hollow Tourism 

Irving’s “Legend” lays an uncanny base for a tourism industry themed around the story 

but not restricted to its textual details like the type of bridge associated with the Horseman, the 

absence of jack-o-lanterns, or the physical description of Ichabod’s horse. A central research 

question of this project asks: How does a tourist site’s literary heritage contribute to its co-

creation as a persuasive landscape? Four main qualities of Irving’s story position it well for 

adaptation in tourism and have correlates in Sleepy Hollow area tourism today: its strong sense 

of place, the theme and tourism imaginary of enchantment, its tying of hauntings to specific and 

visitable places, and the prominence of walking as an affective practice for experiencing place. 

Irving’s use of humor, evocative and playful description, and ambiguity around the supernatural 

also contribute to the story’s longevity and appeal as a foundation for tourism, but the first four 

attributes are most salient for my work here.  

 

 

                                                
654 Irving, Sketch Book, 300. The Disney cartoon uses this line in narration, but animators drew 
Katrina with a classic Disney princess body. They did animate another, larger female character, 
but she exists in the cartoon only as a joke with her size as the visual punchline. 
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4.3.1 Sense of Place 

Firstly, the “Legend” is a prime placemaking text. Irving remains a prominent figure in 

the Hudson Valley, with much Sleepy Hollow tourist traffic directed toward the author’s grave in 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and to his home at Sunnyside in what is now Irvington. His evocative 

texts set in New York, especially the “Legend” and “Rip Van Winkle,” continue to be read and 

appreciated but also permeate the area: the walk from the Irvington train station to Sunnyside 

passes a statue of Rip Van Winkle and, depending on the time of year but especially around 

Halloween and Christmas, posters for all sorts of Irving-inspired events. In Tarrytown and 

Sleepy Hollow, Irving’s work contributes ample place-names, and his Headless Horseman figure 

adorns just about anything it can, from street signs and ambulances to gas stations and residents’ 

yards. Irving’s writing is very laudatory toward the area—he always “mention this peaceful spot 

with all possible laud”—and thus ripe for usage in strategic plans and signage.655 The signage 

about the area’s history in development for the Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge overlooks 

would be remiss not to use Irving’s passage about Ichabod “journey[ing] along the sides of a 

range of hills which look out upon some of the goodliest scenes of the mighty Hudson,” for 

example.656  

It is worth clarifying that Irving’s placemaking efforts were intentional and extended 

across his career.657 Richardson notes Irving’s travel writing ambitions, particularly in his “1849 

                                                
655 Irving, 295. Lynn Moffat, an organizer for the bicentennial and a member of the board of 
trustees for The Historical Society, Inc., Serving Sleepy Hollow & Tarrytown, mentioned to me 
that she wanted to use Irving quotations in the Sleepy Hollow comprehensive plan during a 
March 2019 interview: Lynn Moffat (bicentennial planner), in discussion with the author, March 
2019. 
656 Irving, 308. 
657 As I mention in Chapter 8, Irving is responsible for the name “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery” as 
well: the now-major attraction was named Tarrytown Cemetery until its management received a 
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collection A Book of the Hudson, which, Irving himself wrote in the preface, ‘might form an 

agreeable and instructive handbook to all intelligent and inquiring travellers about to explore the 

wonders and beauties of the Hudson.’”658 Biographers like Burstein and Jones, as well as docents 

at Sunnyside and a hard-to-find Disney cartoon about the author’s life, reference Irving’s 

childhood attachment to Oliver Goldsmith’s The World Displayed, an essay collection about 

travel and seafaring.659 Irving wrote the Sketch Book while living overseas in Europe as a 

conscious effort to distinguish American culture and writing from British literature and cultural 

traditions and especially to promote New York, for which he was homesick. According to 

Richardson, in Britain Irving enjoyed “more thoroughgoing immersion in the romanticism of the 

English literary scene; an introduction to usable models in European writings, as well as models 

of successful authorship; and, finally, a nostalgia-conducive distance from his domestic scene” 

that allowed him to utilize his experiences of his home state to write engaging fiction set in 

America.660  

As Kruk summarizes, “Inspired by various sources, some oral, some written, the 

brooding Irving penned The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. A desire at the time for American stories 

launched the legend. A clever mix of characters and a little romance, culminating with a ghostly 

chase, from the new nation turned this tale into a tradition for telling and retelling.”661 Scholars 

                                                
letter from the author arguing for the adoption of the name he uses in the “Legend.” Even off the 
page, Irving was keenly focused on place and the use of language for theming. 
658 Richardson, Possessions, 76. 
659 See Burstein, Knickerbocker, 10; Jones, Irving, 6-7. The Disney cartoon mentioned here was 
shown before the Disney adaptation of the “Legend” at an October 2019 event in Tarrytown 
presented by the Walt Disney Company.  
660 Richardson, Possessions, 49. 
661 Kruk, Legends, 9. 
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have long tussled over these “various sources,” which Richardson sees as a protective tendency 

to preserve Irving’s work as uniquely American. Richardson writes: 

This concern with authenticity, which broadly reflects efforts to locate American 
roots of a literature of which Irving is seen as progenitor, is more specifically a 
reflection of the degree to which Irving’s stories have become enmeshed with 
sense of place in the Hudson Valley, as seen in the defensiveness of local and 
regional accountings. At stake in questions of Irving’s sources, in other words, 
were the very foundations of regional image and identity.662 
 

Praising Wallace Bruce’s 1907 text on the history of the Hudson in particular, Richardson notes 

that since the start of the twentieth century recent scholars have “move[d] away from presenting 

Irving as the creator of tales and toward describing him as a chronicler of them—as historian or 

folklorist who has only presented findings, albeit in a convincing and entertaining fashion.”663 

Richardson now sees “a naturalization of Irving’s legends” in the Hudson Valley in which the 

author’s work is cited as history, and notes “the places Irving designated were subject to 

rehaunting as well,” citing a 1975 criticism that “‘three ghosts, not just Irving’s lady in white, 

roam the area’ of Raven Rock.”664 

Now, Richardson sees “an eclipse of the writer in the long shadows of his creations” in 

the Hudson Valley especially, concluding 

first, that the specific hauntings, as well as the general atmosphere of hauntedness, 
that made a literary debut in Irving’s writing became ingrained and valued 
ingredients of regional literary and vernacular culture; and second, that the 
absorption and perpetuation of images from Irving’s tales were possible only 
because the images were adaptable to the diverse social, political, and cultural 
conditions and needs of individuals and generations.665 
 

                                                
662 Richardson, Possessions, 44. 
663 Richardson, 71. 
664 Richardson, 72. 
665 Richardson, 72, 79-80. 
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Irving’s masterful, descriptive writing style, ability to capitalize on the uncanny that was already 

a significant affect circulating in the Hudson Valley, and timing at the beginning of a new 

country hungry as Ichabod for original, distinctly American stories situated him well to establish 

and publicize a sense of place for his home state of New York. Richardson acknowledges what a 

boon Irving’s work has been for tourism in the Hudson Valley: “As might be guessed, tourist-

dependent businesses were particularly watchful for opportunities to capture Irving’s ghosts. 

Eager to turn tales into site-specific legends, they were not particularly concerned with precise 

literary history.”666 Today, tourist sites in Sleepy Hollow country promote the sense of place 

Irving formulated by engaging with uncanny themes and figures to meet visitors’ imaginaries 

built from cultural familiarity with Irving’s work. 

4.3.2 Enchantment 

Much of Irving’s “Legend” serves to present Sleepy Hollow as enchanted, magical 

ground, with an almost divine specialness implied in the detail that “stars shoot and meteors 

glare oftener across the valley than in any other part of the country.”667 Irving’s narrator 

reassures potential visitors, “Certain it is, the place still continues under the sway of some 

witching power.”668 Moreover, the narrator shares, “It is remarkable, that the visionary 

propensity I have mentioned is not confined to the native inhabitants of the valley, but is 

unconsciously imbibed by everyone who resides there for a time.”669 This is remarkable: just by 

visiting these parts of the Hudson Valley as a tourist, you can experience the supernatural and 

                                                
666 Richardson, 74. 
667 Irving, Sketch Book, 294.  
668 Irving, 294. 
669 Irving, 295. 
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uncanny as vividly as the long-term Dutch residents. The “Legend” truly promotes Sleepy 

Hollow as a visitable place.  

In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes describes a photograph: “An old house, a shadowy 

porch, tiles, a crumbling Arab decoration, a man sitting against the wall, a deserted street, a 

Mediterranean tree: this old photograph touches me: it is quite simply there that I should like to 

live.”670 Barthes asserts, “For me, photographs of landscape (urban or country) must be 

habitable, not visitable.”671 Irving, in contrast, seems to want to preserve Sleepy Hollow’s 

“population, manners, and customs” against time and change, while happy to encourage 

transient, touristic attention that helps build a sense of place for the residents of the new 

country.672 Visiting such places, it is Clark’s central contention, developed the “rhetorical 

landscape” of the U.S. for its geographically dispersed residents. Throughout his text on major 

American destinations in nineteenth- and twentieth-century tourism, Clark posits that “[t]hese 

places were presented to tourists in ways that would provide individuals with the same symbolic 

experience of the nation—working rhetorically to transform private individuals into public 

citizens. And this rhetorical work was done not so much by words as by sights, sounds, smells, 

feelings—by the experience of actual presence in a place.”673 Irving’s “Legend” is an uncanny 

text and markets its uncanny setting as a tourist destination, assuring potential visitors that 

whatever inclinations made them interested in visiting the area’s haunted sites would, like 

Ichabod’s, be “increased by [their] residence in this spellbound region.”674 

                                                
670 Barthes, Camera, 38.  
671 Barthes, 38. 
672 Irving, Sketch Book, 295. 
673 Clark, Landscapes, 4. 
674 Irving, Sketch Book, 298. 
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The tourism imaginary of enchantment is addressed in Sleepy Hollow through efforts to 

foster uncanny affect. For example, at the Blaze event, spooky ambient music is played 

continuously along with horse clopping noises, food and beverage offerings transform into 

themed nuggets, colored lights are shone on tree coverage, and visitor focus is directed away 

from the setting of Van Cortlandt Manor as historic site toward the spectacular and intensely 

Halloween-themed pumpkin displays. The event is held in the dark, and guests proceed through a 

queue stanchioned off by rope barriers with hanging lanterns. The lanterns have real flames 

inside while most of the wooden pumpkins used in displays do not. This is notable—firstly 

because as the Blaze event attracts a lot of families with children who entertain themselves with 

the stanchions while waiting to move forward in the queue!—as it contributes to the sense of 

authenticity in the affective experience of being surrounded by luminous jack-o-lantern displays.  

The darkness; ability to carry food and drinks, including alcoholic beverages, through the 

queue; and close proximity to other visitors in the crowd, most of whom stop frequently to take 

or pose for photographs, restrict attendees’ bodily expression and comportment. The 

crowdedness of the event, which often sells out for all its nightly time slots close to Halloween, 

align attendance at the Blaze event very much with what most Americans would expect from a 

tourism experience. The Blaze organizers and staff are able to court the uncanny, primarily 

through the impressive visual jack-o-lantern spectacles but also through smaller theming details 

and the availability of seasonal foods and drinks, in this environment, and utilizing what is 

during the day and for most of the year a historic site popular for school tours as the venue for 

this massive recurring event. This accomplishment demonstrates the practiced attention to 
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uncanny affect the Historic Hudson Valley organization has developed to address the tourist 

imaginary of enchantment built in Irving’s work.675 

4.3.3 Specific Haunted Locations 

Sleepy Hollow and the surrounding area benefits greatly from Irving’s mention of exact 

locations of hauntings, his allowances for their change over time, and his presentation of them as 

real and visitable. In his landmark anthropological text Wisdom Sits in Places, Keith H. Basso 

records Apache place-names and the often morally instructive legends attached to places and 

implied by their names, so much that place-names are used in conversation as shorthand for 

ethical reminders: “By virtue of their role as spatial anchors in traditional Apache narratives, 

placenames can be made to represent the narratives themselves, summarizing them, as it were, 

and condensing into compact form their essential moral truths.”676 Basso explicates how the 

connection between places, their names and stories, and individuals’ sense of identity and 

community is intense in the Apache community he researched but a fact of human experience for 

all. Basso explains: 

Long before the advent of literacy, to say nothing of ‘history’ as an academic 
discipline, places served humankind as durable symbols of distant events and as 
indispensable aids for remembering and imagining them—and this convenient 
arrangement, ancient but not outmoded, is with us still today. In modern 
landscapes everywhere, people persist in asking, ‘What happened here?’ The 
answers they supply, though perhaps distinctly foreign, should not be taken 
lightly, for what people make of their places is closely connected to what they 
make of themselves as members of society and inhabitants of the earth, and while 
the two activities may be separable in principle, they are deeply joined in practice. 
If place-making is a way of constructing the past, a venerable means of doing 
human history, it is also a way of constructing social traditions and, in the 
process, personal and social identities. We are, in a sense, the place-worlds we 
imagine.677  

                                                
675 I illustrate Sleepy Hollow placemaking around uncanny affect with details of the Blaze event 
here, but Chapters 8 more fully unpacks these ideas in the context of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. 
676 Basso, Wisdom, 101. 
677 Basso, Wisdom, 7. 
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Irving offers compelling, entertaining answers to the question “What happened here?” for 

residents of and visitors to the Hudson Valley. In constructing stories set in New York, Irving 

performed important early placemaking work for his home state.  

As Abram reflects, “The singular magic of a place is evident from what happens there, 

from what befalls oneself or others when in its vicinity. To tell of such events is implicitly to tell 

of the particular power of that site, and indeed to participate in its expressive potency.”678 

Nowhere are Irving’s definitional efforts more deeply felt than at the sites described in his work 

still that have a physical presence in the landscape today. As I address at length in Chapter 5, the 

May 2019 literary festival event centered around Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown’s heritage and 

drew attention to many of these locations in a map with a scavenger hunt activity and a 

promotional poster designed for the event. Here, I will briefly address three significant locations 

from the “Legend” present to different extents in tourism to the Sleepy Hollow area today to 

illustrate Irving’s specificity about haunted locations as a factor that positions his “Legend” well 

for adaptation in tourism. 

Most famously, the Headless Horseman bridge is a major attraction. The bridge as 

described in the story no longer exists, but several bridges or allusions to the Horseman’s bridge 

remain as destinations for photos and literary pilgrimage. A historical marker outside Sleepy 

Hollow Cemetery offers that the bridge “described by Irving in The Legend of Sleepy Hollow 

formerly spanned this stream at this spot,” a direct representation of the site alongside Route 9, 

near a statue of Ichabod and the Horseman and between a Citgo gas station that sells a wide 

variety of Horseman T-shirts and the frequent tourist destinations of the Old Dutch Church and 

                                                
678 Abram, Spell, 182. 
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Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. Another bridge spans a stream deeper into the cemetery and serves as 

a good backdrop for tourist photography. Bridges are important in the area for another reason, 

too: Tarrytown is very close to the site of the former Tappen Zee bridge and current Governor 

Mario M. Cuomo Bridge connecting Westchester and Rockland counties and serving as the main 

route into the boroughs of New York City from each. 

Though the Horseman’s bridge is an important tourist site, it does not have a truly 

“authentic” correlate in today’s Sleepy Hollow. Irving farsightedly includes at the end of the 

story the narrator’s observation that, following Ichabod’s disappearance, “[t]he bridge became 

more than ever an object of superstitious awe, and that may be the reason why the road has been 

altered of late years, so as to approach the church by border of the millpond.”679 Much confusion 

also comes from the expectation of a covered bridge, likely resulting from Disney cartoon’s 

break from Irving’s tale in the animators’ depiction of the site as a covered bridge. Interestingly, 

the 2019 Great Jack O’Lantern Blaze featured a “Headless Horseman Bridge” display structured 

as a covered bridge: though this change was likely made for practical reasons, as a covered 

bridge structure allows for a more immersive walkthrough experience, and the Blaze has long 

featured an uncovered “Pumpkin Zee Bridge” (rechristened in 2019 “The Pumpkin Bridge,” 

described on signage as a “bridge of gourds mimic[king] the Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge, 

a replacement for the original Tappan Zee Bridge”). A local artist I spoke with expressed 

confusion about the type of bridge as well, sharing, “I’m not sure what the style was. […] 

There’s a lot of other people’s renditions of what it looked like. […] I just wanted to make it 

more authentic but work stylistically.”680 All in all, most bridges in Sleepy Hollow and the 

                                                
679 Irving, Sketch Book, 319. 
680 Local artist, in discussion with the author, May 2019. 
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surrounding area, including those in Patriot’s Park and at Sunnyside, are enough for most 

tourists: the place, and the place-name Sleepy Hollow, makes them feel authentic. 

Tourists do find themselves in Patriot’s Park at the border of Sleepy Hollow and 

Tarrytown, if not for events like the villages’ popular combined farmers market, then to visit 

another site from Irving’s story: Major André’s tree. Ichabod, on the fateful night of the Van 

Tassel feast, began his trek back to Van Ripper’s home by “approaching the very place where 

many of the scenes of the ghost stories had been laid.”681 The narrator’s description continues: 

“In the centre of the road stood an enormous tulip tree, which towered like a giant above all the 

other trees of the neighbourhood, and formed a kind of land mark. [….] It was connected with 

the tragical story of the unfortunate André, who had been taken prisoner hard by; and was 

universally known by the name of Major André’s tree.”682 While the exact tree is no longer there, 

the park—oddly named “Patriot’s Park” but identifying André as the main character in its history 

of the capture and killing of a British Revolutionary War spy—features markers and a monument 

explaining its heritage, and Kruk reports that even today “people sense an invisible presence of 

the ghost” of André at the site.683 During an October 2019 visit, I noticed someone had left a 

peach—a symbol relevant to André’s story and its retellings—in the park. 

Patriot’s Park has also become a site for “rehaunting,” which Richardson notes is typical 

of  “the places Irving designated” in his writing.684 Irving’s narrator indicates this in the original 

text of the “Legend”: “The common people regarded [André’s tree] with a mixture of respect and 

superstition, partly out of sympathy for the fate of its ill starred namesake, and partly from the 

                                                
681 Irving, Sketch Book, 314. 
682 Irving, 314. 
683 Kruk, Legends, 82. 
684 Richardson, Possessions, 72. 
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tales of strange sights, and doleful lamentations, told concerning it.”685 The story of André is a 

valuable piece of the area’s cultural history in that it offers a recognition of the brutality of war—

and validates sympathy for the “enemy”—and reveals the villages as containing multiple, even 

multiple famous, hauntings, compounding the sense of enchantment there. 

In contrast to these still-visitable, albeit not identical to Irving’s versions, sites of the 

Horseman’s bridge and André’s tree, the former location of Ichabod’s school house is not 

marked. The Lit Fest scavenger hunt map locates the school house “on what today is Old Sleepy 

Hollow Road” and directs scavenger hunt participants to visit the Hudson Valley Writers Center 

as a spiritual successor to the school house.686 I have already mentioned a conversation with a 

former construction worker who was spooked at night on Sleepy Hollow Road.687 The sense the 

school house’s former grounds are haunted originates in Irving’s story: the last sentence before 

the postscript reads, “The school house being deserted, soon fell to decay, and was reported to be 

haunted by the ghost of the unfortunate pedagogue; and the plough boy, loitering homeward of a 

still summer evening, has often fancied his voice at a distance, chanting a melancholy psalm tune 

among the tranquil solitudes of Sleepy Hollow.”688 The erasure of this and other locations from 

the story, particularly the Van Tassel House, lends a general sense of the presence of haunted 

locations to the villages of Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, suggesting hauntings could occur 

anywhere, as there are many layers of history in the villages’ landscapes.689 

                                                
685 Irving, Sketch Book, 314. 
686 I discuss the Lit Fest and this map of “Legend” locations in Chapter 5. 
687 Former construction worker, in discussion with the author, May 2019. See discussion in the 
section on the character of Ichabod in Chapter 3. 
688 Irving, Sketch Book, 319. 
689 The Van Tassel house is most often assumed to be Sunnyside, Irving’s eventual residence 
decades after the Sketch Book’s publication, and at the time he wrote the “Legend” called 
“Wolfert’s Roost” and formerly owned by the Van Tassell family (see Burstein, Knickerbocker, 
279-280; Kruk, Legends, 99-100; Jones, Irving, 299). Richardson recounts, “At the turn of the 
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4.3.4 Walking in Reverie 

Lastly, the centrality of walking in Irving’s story finds correlates in most of the tourist 

attractions in Sleepy Hollow today. While certainly this is common in tourism worldwide, that 

Irving includes lengthy affective passages that suggest walking is a way to experience place and 

encounter ghosts. Ichabod walks throughout most of the “Legend,” memorably through the 

woods after an evening of reading his volume of Mather’s supernatural tales or of socializing and 

trading ghost stories with local women early in the story. The intensely descriptive passages 

recounting Ichabod’s fear on these walks and the sensory phenomena that provoke him establish 

the “silence, solitude and darkness” Freud sees as central to the uncanny.690 Despite Ichabod’s 

usual mode of travel being his frequent walks, he is most often pictured at Sleepy Hollow tourist 

sites and in other cultural references to the character and story, on horseback. Readers of Irving’s 

“Legend” may be surprised to learn Gunpowder is in fact a borrowed horse much more bonded 

to Van Ripper than to Ichabod, a temporary tenant in Van Ripper’s home. The most prominent 

images of Ichabod show him during the chase, but in fact Ichabod more often could be found 

“walk[ing] in a continual reverie,” as the narrator describes the village residents in the first pages 

of the “Legend.” 

Walking is a significant rhetorical practice in Sleepy Hollow area tourism, as I interrogate 

at length through the illustration of the First Annual Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest in the next chapter. 

This May 2019 event launched the 18-month collaborative project between Tarrytown and 

Sleepy Hollow village government, nonprofit, and business leaders to celebrate the lasting 

                                                
century, Tarrytown historian Edgar Mayhew Bacon had lamented that his town was not 
foresighted enough even to preserve the ‘Katrina Van Tassel’ house, knocking it down to build a 
new high school on the property; at that time, not even Irving’s stamp guaranteed preservation” 
(Richardson, Possessions, 188).  
690 Freud, “Uncanny,” 252. 
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impact of Irving’s story and further theming efforts. The Lit Fest event encourages attendees to, 

as promotional materials touted, “Follow Ichabod’s Trail” by visiting event stations around the 

villages in places connected to Irving’s “Legend.” Walking was thus central to this event as 

attendees traveled on foot between event areas to collect stamps on a scavenger hunt-style map.  

That this embodied rhetorical practice was a central tourist mobility at the Lit Fest is 

consistent with much of Sleepy Hollow area tourism; I return to walking throughout this project 

as an important means of experiencing affect and place. Walking tours, exploration of the 

sprawling grounds of historical sites and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, and the walkthrough events 

The Great Jack O’Lantern Blaze and the haunted attraction Horseman’s Hollow are among the 

most common tourist activities. Walking is a means of emplacement that brings walkers into 

direct bodily contact with their surroundings and thus positions them to form personal 

connections and meanings around the places in which they walk. Attentive walking practice is, in 

short, a method for tuning in to affect.  

As I address more fully in Chapters 6 and 7 on Sunnyside, a major challenge for the 

Sleepy Hollow country tourism industry moving into the future is to improve the accessibility of 

its many offerings. This is a significant undertaking as most of the area’s attractions involve 

historic sites, parklands, and other architectural and landscape features preserved for their 

cultural value but inaccessible to tourists with disabilities. The centrality of walking to tourist 

experience in Sleepy Hollow also means tourism planners need to be conscious of parking 

availability and public transit access. Regardless of these challenges, the walkable atmosphere of 

the villages of Sleepy Hollow, the ability to freely roam the grounds of some attractions, and 

especially the bodily experience of, for example, climbing the same narrow staircases and hills 

people did in Irving’s time are all invaluable contributors to the uncanny affect at work in Sleepy 



 217 

Hollow country’s tourism industry. Chapters 6 through 8 include discussions of walking practice 

as significant to site experience at two popular and salient Sleepy Hollow area attractions: 

Sunnyside and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. That the “Legend” includes evocative passages about 

Ichabod’s walks through Sleepy Hollow lays compelling groundwork for walking as a tourist 

practice in the story’s real-world setting and demonstrates the affective potential of walking 

practice for experiencing the uncanny. 

4.4 Conclusion: Adapting the “Legend” for Tourism 

Irving’s “Legend” performs intensive placemaking work for the Sleepy Hollow area that 

has made it a fruitful basis for a Halloween season tourism industry, particularly by establishing 

a distinctive sense of place associated with the theme and tourism imaginary of enchantment, 

connecting hauntings to specific, visitable places, and centralizing walking as an affective 

practice for experiencing those places. In addition to mitigating insensitive parts of the story, 

Sleepy Hollow placemakers have also added elements to Irving’s “Legend” that are absent from 

the original text.  

Most prominent of these is the Halloween theming applied to the story, which is set on “a 

fine autumnal day” as the only specificity of seasonal timeframe.691 The lack of clear Halloween 

holiday theming in the “Legend” is odd, considering, as Burstein relates, the story, “owing to its 

association with the artful autumn institution of Halloween, is perhaps even better remembered 

today than ‘Rip Van Winkle.’”692 In his history of the holiday, David J. Skal writes:  

The first spooky use of a pumpkin in American literature appears in Washington 
Irving’s ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ in 1819. Ichabod Crane, an annoying 
schoolmaster in the Dutch Hudson River settlement of Sleepy Hollow, is sent 
skedaddling from town by the bogus apparition of the galloping Headless 

                                                
691 Irving, Sketch Book, 307. Ichabod also looks across the Van Tassel’s farm upon “luxurious 
winter fare” (Irving, 301). 
692 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 143. 
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Horseman, who hurls his own head at Ichabod as a final, midnight fright. The 
head turns out to be an ordinary pumpkin, not a jack-o’-lantern; Halloween, in 
fact, is never mentioned in the story at all, and was not a celebration observed by 
Dutch settlers in America. Modern dramatizations of the story—notably Walt 
Disney’s 1949 animated short—inevitably, and anachronistically, superimpose 
Halloween on the story, if only to exploit the visual possibilities of a blazing-eyed 
jack-o’-lantern as the Horseman’s head.693 
 

In the text of the “Legend,” pumpkins are only referenced twice: of course, the “shattered 

pumpkin” found near Ichabod’s hat and Brom’s “hearty laugh at the mention of the pumpkin” at 

the end of the story; and earlier, when Ichabod and Gunpowder en route to the feast see “the 

yellow pumpkins lying beneath [the corn], turning up their fair round bellies to the sun, and 

giving ample prospects of the most luxurious of pies.”694 That pumpkins are now so prominently 

associated with Sleepy Hollow and the “Legend” even prompted Mayor Wray to declare the 

bicentennial “a pumpkin-free zone” in support of promoting year-round tourism that recognizes 

the breadth of cultural and literary history in the area beyond the famous scene of the 

Horseman’s chase. Still, as Kruk reports, “Thousands gather every October at the sites most 

associated with this gallivanting ghost. They seek, at Philipsburg Manor and nearby at the Old 

Dutch Church, an authentic and uniquely American experience of Halloween.”695 

A second change the “Legend” has undergone in the two centuries of adaptation since its 

publication is the foregrounding of the Headless Horseman character, who may not even appear 

in the original “Legend” depending upon the reader’s interpretation. Frequently, the Horseman is 

                                                
693 David J. Skal, Death Makes a Holiday: A Cultural History of Halloween (New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2002), 35. 
694 Irving, Sketch Book, 318, 319, 308. At a conference in fall 2019, I spoke about this project 
with another graduate student, who asked if I had seen the “Legend”-related drinking game 
circulating online that prompts players to drink upon every occurrence of a pumpkin and other 
Halloween imagery. She clarified the game was for use with the 1999 Tim Burton film or 1949 
Disney cartoon—this game would not work well if players had to read a 27-page story in its 
entirety to take three gulps (and almost 15 pages before their first)! 
695 Kruk, Legends, 9, see also 135. 
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also given a different mission than the relatively innocuous “nightly quest of his head” and 

“hurry to get back to the church yard before day break” Irving assigns him; in many, or perhaps 

it is fair to say most, adaptations, the Horseman instead chops off other people’s heads to replace 

his own, making him a more significant threat as a villain.696 Today, the truly “dominant spirit” 

in Sleepy Hollow remains the Horseman, who serves as the high school mascot and village 

symbol.697 Irving is still a cherished cultural figure, as the bicentennial celebration and the 

continued draw of Sunnyside as a tourist site show. Moffat, introducing the bicentennial at a 

2019 press conference held on Irving’s birthday, April 3, complete with a cake distributed by the 

slice, declared, “America would not be America that we know today without Washington Irving. 

New York State would not be New York State without Washington Irving. And Sleepy Hollow 

without the ‘Legend’ I simply cannot imagine.”698 Centralizing Irving’s contributions to the area 

and recalibrating his work and influence to address the needs of today’s residents is an important 

goal of the bicentennial celebration.  

Between the overlay of Halloween and foregrounding of a character arguably not present 

in the story, even the “Legend”’s translation for tourism is tinged with the uncanny. What is 

absent in the story—Halloween, the “real” Horseman—is present and magnified in Sleepy 

Hollow tourism. I argue that embodied reading experiences with the “Legend” inspire 

pilgrimage-like literary tourism to its real-world setting. Irving’s attention to sensory detail, 

oddly bodily characters, and thorough uncanny theming makes Sleepy Hollow as setting 

personally felt to readers who have never been in the “real” place. This is part of what makes the 

“Legend” so appealing for touristic reconstruction. Certainly, there are differences between an 

                                                
696 Irving, Sketch Book, 294. 
697 Irving, 294. 
698 Lynn Moffat (bicentennial planner), press conference, transcription by author, April 2019. 
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embodied reading experience and a physical experience in place: I argue these differences spark 

interest in visiting the Sleepy Hollow area in New York.  

While plenty of tourists to Sleepy Hollow have not read or do not remember reading 

Irving’s “Legend,” it is vital for an examination of a destination for literary tourism to interrogate 

what about the original text prompts readers to want to visit its setting. This close reading 

addresses the founding text that introduced the cultural figure of the Headless Horseman, in 

many ways now the American Dracula, and provided the basis for the reiterations with which 

contemporary U.S. tourists tend to have more familiarity. Of course, familiarity with Irving’s 

biographical background and body of work enriches the experience of visiting Sleepy Hollow 

country—especially Sunnyside, the focus of Chapters 6 and 7—and elevates touring Sleepy 

Hollow to a sort of pilgrimage. 

Finally, the context of the case study of Sleepy Hollow as a community working to utilize 

cultural heritage to expand tourism through an 18-month commemoration of a 200-year-old 

story’s publication demonstrates the need for continued attention to constitutive rhetorical 

artifacts. The bicentennial demonstrates the relevance of the story to today’s Sleepy Hollow 

community and thus the value of revisiting Irving’s work through a modern lens.  The 

bicentennial celebration in Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow and associated infrastructure 

developments in and around the villages mark an opportunity for local leaders to engage in 

creative placemaking that combines the area’s history with its trajectory. The 18-month 

bicentennial allows the village’s major institutions to reinforce but also resituate the legacies of 

Irving and “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” for the current political and cultural climate and the 

needs of today’s Sleepy Hollow community. 
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5. WALKING AS A RHETORICAL PRACTICE AT THE 

SLEEPY HOLLOW LIT FEST 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter offers a rhetorical analysis of walking practice at the First Annual Sleepy 

Hollow Lit Fest, held in the villages of Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, NY, on May 18, 2019.699 

Rhetorician Senda-Cook advocates for “[a] combination of document analysis, participant 

observation, and interviewing […] to understand rhetorical practices because each approach 

varyingly confirms, challenges, or complicates a rhetorician’s conception of a rhetorical 

practice.”700 Thus, I examine how event ephemera—a map with a scavenger hunt activity and a 

promotional poster—structure the path of the Lit Fest to narrativize and theme the event around 

Irving’s “Legend.” Following Carole Blair and Neil Michel’s direction of rhetoricians to attend 

to both visual rhetorical elements of the object of study and real audiences’ responses to the 

object, I combine this analysis with ethnographic data collected through interviews and multi-

sited participant observation to address the ways in which attendees interacted with the structure 

event organizers set through ephemera.701 

Walking practice is a significant element in many tourist experiences, from sprawling 

theme parks where visitors log miles a day to historic site attractions offering walking tours. 

Walking is both a form of tourist mobility and a rhetorical practice. As Mimi Sheller and John 

Urry introduce, “many different mobilities inform tourism, shape the places where tourism is 

                                                
699 Though the second year of the Lit Fest was cancelled due to COVID-19, organizers plan to 
resume the Lit Fest when possible after a successful first year. 
700 Senda-Cook, “Authenticity,” 134. 
701 Blair and Michel, “Astronauts.” 
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performed, and drive the making and unmaking of tourist destinations.”702 Walking experience is 

a means of affective discovery: tourists participate in the co-creation of places and affects as they 

choose where and how to explore tourist spaces on foot or with assistive technologies. The 

choices tourists make constitute a walking rhetoric.703 Building from Michel de Certeau’s 

discussion of strategies versus tactics and separation of the walker and voyeur perspectives, 

rhetoricians like Robert J. Topinka suggest walking practice is a tactic through which individuals 

can “find agency by using space in unpredictable ways” and construct their own experiences in 

pursuit of authenticity.704   

Samantha Senda-Cook describes rhetorical practices as “mundane, embodied, and 

repetitive actions; they are the daily arguments and compromises that compellingly convince us 

of who we are and how we ought to act.”705 Walking is a practice with persuasive dimensions, 

involving political dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. In a tourist environment, potential 

walking experiences—paths suggesting particular itineraries, restrictions on running, queue lines 

and stanchioned-off spaces—are constrained through the space’s design and managed through 

surveillance and “soft control.”706 Tourists’ walking practice enables them to make choices about 

how to move through even these carefully designed and managed spaces to have an experience 

                                                
702 Mimi Sheller and John Urry, Tourism Mobilities: Places to Play, Places in Play (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 1. 
703 Roxanne Mountford, “On Gender and Rhetorical Space,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 30, no. 1 
(2001): 41-71.; Lili Pâquet, “A Rhetoric of Walking and Reading: Immersion in Environmental 
Ambient Literature,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 50, no. 4 (2020): 268-282.; Senda-Cook, 
“Authenticity”; Samantha Senda-Cook, “Materializing Tensions: How Maps and Trails Mediate 
Nature,” Environmental Communication 7, no. 3 (2013): 355-371; Robert J. Topinka, “Resisting 
the Fixity of Suburban Space: The Walker as Rhetorician,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 42, no. 1 
(2012): 65-84. 
704 Certeau, Practice; Topinka, “Walker,” 66. 
705 Senda-Cook, “Authenticity,” 131. 
706 Chris Wright, “Natural and Social Order at Walt Disney World; The Functions and 
Contradictions of Civilising Nature,” The Sociological Review 54, no. 2 (2006): 303-317. 
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that feels unique, meaningful, and authentic, particularly in Ning Wang’s sense of existential 

authenticity as “a special state of Being in which one is true to oneself, [which] acts as a 

counterdose to the loss of ‘true self’ in public roles and public spheres in modern Western 

society.”707 The bodily emplacement walking necessitates and represents primes tourists for such 

experiences. The phenomenological resonance of the embodied walking experience for 

individual tourists makes their position at the tourist site personally meaningful and can spark 

both existential authenticity and what Yi-Fu Tuan calls topophilia, meaning the love of place.708 

Recognizing tourists’ walking as a rhetorical practice leads those designing and analyzing 

tourist spaces to new tools for manipulation of tourists, whether toward increased spending, 

compliance with safety rules, ideological messages, or some combination. As I explore in 

Chapters 6 and 7 on Sunnyside, the rhetorical practice of walking is a particularly rich area of 

interest for those working with historical sites, where the grounds tourists walk and their 

emplacement there contribute to their sense of allochronism—the feeling that a place exists 

outside of modern time.709 In examining walking practice and the ways in which their sites are 

organized to prioritize walking as a tourist mobility, tourism professionals and scholars contend 

with the range of human bodily expressions and capacities; thus, concerns around accessibility, 

particularly for marginalized groups for whom safe walking space is not guaranteed and tourists 

with disabilities visiting spaces too often designed without them in mind.710 

                                                
707 Wang, “Rethinking,” 358. 
708 Tuan, Topophilia. 
709 Ferraris, “Temporal.” 
710 Martin Trandberg Jensen, Caroline Scarles, and Scott A. Cohen, “A Multisensory 
Phenomenology of Interrail Mobilities,” Annals of Tourism Research 53 (2015): 61-76. Work on 
walking accessibility focused on gender and disability includes: Victoria Eichhorn, Graham 
Miller, and John Tribe, “Tourism: A Site of Resistance Strategies of Individuals with a 
Disability,” Annals of Tourism Research 43 (2013): 578-600; Mountford, “Gender”; Ricardo 
Pagán, “Time Allocation in Tourism for People with Disabilities,” Annals of Tourism Research 
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In Sleepy Hollow, walking tours, tourist sites built around walking, and walkable 

connections between destinations make this embodied practice central in the area’s tourism 

industry. Alongside the 18-month bicentennial celebration commemorating the publication of 

local author Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” in 1819, Sleepy Hollow is 

undergoing infrastructure developments to make the waterfront more accessible to pedestrians, 

better connect trails, and capitalize on the tourist traffic crossing the new Governor Mario M. 

Cuomo Bridge. As I addressed in the previous chapter, through these increased theming efforts 

during the bicentennial, the Sleepy Hollow area’s local government and nonprofit leaders aim to 

boost year-round tourism as well as reinforce and renegotiate the area’s connection to Irving’s 

work. The infrastructure developments focused around walking trails that connect attractions 

point to the lasting prevalence of walking practice in tourist activities across the Sleepy Hollow 

area. 

The bicentennial’s kick-off event, the May 2019 First Annual Sleepy Hollow Literary 

Festival, illustrates the effectiveness of this theming in an event that centralized walking practice 

by prompting attendees to “Follow Ichabod’s Path” between event areas across Sleepy Hollow 

and the adjacent village Tarrytown. The 2019 Lit Fest serves as this chapter’s central case to 

demonstrate how tourists’ rhetorical walking practice, guided by maps and event structure, builds 

embodied connections to literature and local history and serves as a means of affective discovery 

central to their meaning-making around Sleepy Hollow tourist sites. 

 

                                                
39, no. 3 (2012): 1514-1537; Victoria Richards, Annette Pritchard, and Nigel Morgan, 
“(Re)Envisioning Tourism and Visual Impairment,” Annals of Tourism Research 37, no. 4 
(2010): 1097-1116; Rebecca Solnit, Wanderlust: A History of Walking (New York: Penguin 
Books, 2001); Stephen L. Wearing and Carmel Foley, “Understanding the Tourist Experience of 
Cities,” Annals of Tourism Research 65 (2017): 97-107. 
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5.2 Mapping and Walking the Sleepy Hollow Literary Festival 

The May 2019 First Annual Sleepy Hollow Literary Festival was the first official event 

of the bicentennial commemorating the 200th anniversary of Irving’s “Legend.” Representatives 

from local businesses and non-profits coordinated to organize the event, which gathered between 

50 and 100 authors to present a fair- or market-style festival spanning multiple locations across 

Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown. The event was advertised to local families and included 

children’s activities and a focus on YA authors. Various stations and scheduled presentations 

offered a range of activities and environments for attendees to seek out and stumble upon 

throughout the day. The main hub for the festival was Patriot’s Park, where the Sleepy Hollow 

and Tarrytown farmers market is held, and the adjacent Warner Library; special events took 

place across the villages, with larger event centers at the Old Dutch Church and Sleepy Hollow 

Cemetery as well as the Hudson Valley Writers Center.  

Attendees were encouraged to explore all the areas of the festival with a map and 

scavenger hunt handout that could be stamped at the different stations. This map and other 

promotional materials for the event outline the path of the festival as corresponding with 

Ichabod’s fictional flight from the Headless Horseman during the chase in the “Legend.” 

Promotion for the event centered around the opportunity to “follow Ichabod’s trail”: attendees 

walked a path similar to that Irving set in the “Legend,” stopping at stations located in places 

relevant to the story, like Andre’s tree and the bridge where the Horseman felled Ichabod. Thus, 

during the Lit Fest, Irving’s “Legend” acts as ambient literature.  

5.2.1 The “Legend” as Ambient Literature 

Ambient literature is a relatively new concept connected to embodied reading practice, 

which I discussed in Chapter 3. A collaborative research project on the subject conducted by 
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UWE Bristol, Bath Spa University, and the University of Birmingham defines ambient literature 

as “emergent forms of literature that make use of novel technologies and social practices in order 

to create robust and evocative experiences for readers.”711 Usually, ambient literature is written 

work that interacts with technology like a corresponding smartphone app that maps locations and 

supplements the written piece with audiovisual material. Increasingly widespread access to 

smartphone technology has enabled new possibilities for argumentation as well as new ways to 

interact with physical space, as Jordan Frith outlines in his book Smartphones as Locative Media. 

Frith writes of smartphones’ ability to track users’ physical locations: “[P]ossibly the major 

social consequence of location-based services is that they not only impact the types of digital 

information people access, but they can also affect the way people navigate physical space and 

interact with those around them.”712 While Lit Fest organizers did not opt to use a smartphone 

application in conjunction with the event—though this is a compelling possibility for future 

iterations of the Lit Fest, particularly as demand for touch-free options increases—the event uses 

space and the physical practice of walking to layer levels of immersion in Irving’s “Legend.”713 

Rhetorician Lili Pâquet’s recent piece on how a book that asks readers to walk around 

their local landscapes while reading and using an associated smartphone app can inspire concern 

                                                
711 “About the Project – Ambient Literature,” Ambient Literature, 
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about climate change demonstrates the rhetorical potential of ambient reading experiences. 

Pâquet argues that readers of the book of narratives from places already seeing damaging effects 

of climate change “immerse themselves in print, digital narrative, and actual environments, and 

therefore become performers and cocreators of individual narratives while also engaging in a 

rhetorical exchange.”714 During the Lit Fest, attendees engage with the “Legend” to similar ends: 

the poster and map with scavenger hunt outline include passages from Irving’s story, as do 

laminated pages displaying quotations on each station’s table. While most attendees of the 2019 

Lit Fest were not carrying a copy of the story with them—and, unlike in Pâquet’s case, there was 

no associated digital narrative to view on a smartphone—they still experienced Irving’s language 

in places meaningful to the narrative with which most attendees seemed generally familiar. 

On posters and the event website, the Lit Fest is described as a “one-day festival 

[extending] across various venues from the Tarrytown Music Hall to the Hudson Valley Writers 

Center, and many points in between on Ichabod’s path through Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, 

NY.”715 The homepage emphasizes the uniqueness of the event among similar festivals, 

suggesting its storied setting makes the inaugural event “no ordinary literary fest” and “a lit fest 

like no other.” Lynn Moffat, an organizer instrumental to Sleepy Hollow event planning, 

explained at an April 2019 press conference introducing the larger bicentennial effort that “you 

have to think of it more as a lit crawl. Because you’re going to move throughout the villages to 

events, readings, and discussions along the route of Ichabod Crane’s fictional flight from the 

Headless Horseman.” This event theming, presented in promotional materials and event 

ephemera, centralizes the festival’s setting and indicate the values of physical emplacement in 
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experiencing literature and folklore. To “follow Ichabod’s trail” puts Lit Fest attendees in direct 

bodily contact with the history of the event’s spaces. 

While shuttles were available to transport attendees between major event areas, walking 

was the primary tourist mobility at the Lit Fest. Walking is therefore an important structural 

element of the event, both practically and phenomenologically; Martin Trandberg Jensen, 

Caroline Scarles, and Scott A. Cohen observe, “tourism mobility is not only a trivial question of 

overcoming distance; it is also a way of being in, sensing and experiencing various 

landscapes.”716 Walking is how Lit Fest attendees and in fact most tourists to Sleepy Hollow, 

where walking is central to most attractions and events, dwell in the area’s spaces.717 As with 

walking tours, which multiple organizations regularly offer around Sleepy Hollow during the 

Halloween season, attendees’ walking practice structures and themes the event. Attendees 

physically connect to Ichabod’s race from the Headless Horseman as they traverse the same 

space, taking note of the distance covered, the flow of the landscape, and major landmarks. The 

path of the Lit Fest through Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown also directs attendees past many 

theming reminders of the “Legend,” from historical markers and statues commemorating Irving’s 

work to Headless Horseman displays in retail and restaurant windows.  

5.2.2 Existential Authenticity 

At the Lit Fest, the familiar—the villages of Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown for the largely 

local audience for the festival—is made strange and fictional by overlaying the path of the 

Headless Horseman’s chase over local landmarks. Likewise, the foregrounding of past events 

                                                
716 Jensen, Scarles, and Cohen, “Interrail,” 62. 
717 I draw this language from Martin Heidegger, meaning inhabiting and participating in the 
interconnected world: “Dwelling is the manner in which mortals are on the earth” (Martin 
Heidegger, “Dwelling,” 146. 
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lends a sense of allochronism to the Lit Fest that also contributes to the production of uncanny 

affect. “Ordinary” fixtures of the villages, like the library or the park where farmers markets are 

held, are layered with their literary and cultural heritage to foreground the history always present. 

Powerfully, as an embodied practice, walking positions connection to place as deeply personal, 

priming attendees for experiences of existential authenticity. Wang describes such experiences as 

nostalgic or romantic in contrast to everyday life in modernity. For attendees who live locally, 

have visited the area before, or are otherwise familiar with today’s Sleepy Hollow in other 

contexts, the Lit Fest’s promotion of the area’s history and heritage starkly contrasts with these 

attendees’ previous experiences with local spaces like street intersections.  

Wang writes that authenticity as an ideal in tourism calls on cultural ideas of “the ways of 

life in which people are supposed to be freer, more innocent, more spontaneous, purer, and truer 

to themselves than usual,” usually indicating childhood or the past.718 Wang argues nostalgic 

presentations in tourism appeal to tourists looking to reinhabit child-like or imagined historical 

mindsets “at least temporally, empathetically, and symbolically.”719 In addition to prompting 

nostalgia, tourist spaces that potentiate existential authenticity romanticize space by “accent[ing] 

the naturalness, sentiments, and feelings in response to the increasing self-constraints by reason 

and rationality in modernity.”720 Such experiences can fulfill tourists’ quest for existential 

authenticity, which Wang most directly distills as feeling true to oneself as opposed to the usual 

alienation of work and habitual home life. For example, the scavenger hunt activity distributed 

during the Lit Fest directs attendees to reflect at a station located at the intersection of Beekman 

Avenue and North Broadway, two major streets in Sleepy Hollow, on Ichabod’s “fateful wrong 
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turn” on his horse in the same spot. For those who drive these roads every day, this 

recontextualization of ordinary space can inspire nostalgia. This nostalgia can create a sense that 

one traverses the same streets long covered by perhaps like-minded people and thus characterizes 

such spaces as places of belonging where one can feel like oneself.  

Of course, attendees of the Lit Fest or tourists to Sleepy Hollow any time need not spend 

their everyday lives in the area to experience existential authenticity. The tourist mode, Wang 

argues, enables such experiences because “as a contrast to the everyday roles, the tourist role is 

linked to the ideal of authenticity.”721 Any tourist to Sleepy Hollow is encouraged toward 

nostalgia and romanticization by the theming of the area around Irving’s “Legend” and the 

prominence of historic site attractions. Tourists and event attendees looking to spend their 

weekend extracting themselves from their routines to “follow Ichabod’s trail” as Lit Fest 

promotional materials suggest are seeking a nostalgic experience with a romanticized past and 

thus may experience a sense of authenticity.  

Moreover, because attendees can visit stations in any order, walking acts as a method for 

discovery and ownership over one’s own event experience. The festival was structured so that, 

while there were special events at set times, attendees could roam freely between event areas in 

any order throughout the roughly seven-hour festival. Walking between stations enabled 

attendees to discover unexpected parts of the festival or even non-participating parts of the 

villages, visit stations and local businesses they may not have gone out of their way to visit had 

they chosen to follow shuttle stops without wandering, and to feel a sense of ownership of their 

experience through exploration rather than taking in a standardized route as they might during a 

guided tour. The self-determined nature of the event, combined with the action of walking that 
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makes emplacement in storied space embodied and the Lit Fest’s overlay of Irving’s narrative 

and historical context, situates the Lit Fest as an opportunity for attendees from anywhere to 

experience existential authenticity through their connection to Sleepy Hollow space. 

As Rebecca Solnit writes in her history of walking, “If the body is the register of the real, 

then reading with one’s feet is real in a way reading with one’s eyes alone is not.”722 Walking 

thus is a way for tourists as well as locals to attune to both the touristic and residential or 

everyday aspects of the area. During the Lit Fest especially, walking through Sleepy Hollow is 

also a way to attune to and experience Irving’s story, which functions during this event as 

ambient literature, wherein readers’ emplacement in physical space functions alongside reading 

experience to co-create the story. Event participants engaging with the “Legend” as ambient 

literature thus, as Pâquet writes, “ground the story through an embodied reading [and] become 

rhetors of their own performances.”723  

5.3 Walking as Rhetorical Practice  

Walking, the central tourist mobility of the Lit Fest, has long been theorized as both a 

personal and political practice. Rhetoricians examine practices as audience responses to various 

forms of persuasion: at tourist sites, this persuasion is largely ambient, as tourists move freely 

through the tourist space but are guided by maps and theming technologies. As tourists 

participate in a space, particularly through walking, they attune to and co-create its affects. Their 

embodied presence and experience inspires existential authenticity, and tourists’ personal 

meaning-making often reinforces the rhetorical messaging set out in the space’s theming.  
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5.3.1 Walking (with) Theory 

Certeau’s distinction between walkers and voyeurs illuminates variations in walking 

practice connected to vantage point and participation in the scene viewed.724 Certeau offers two 

perspectives on New York City: that of voyeurs, who look down on the city, seeing more of it 

than the walkers but safely disembodied in their evaluation of it, and that of walkers, “whose 

bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to read it.”725 

Voyeurs are aligned with “strategies,” actions those in power take to create and govern 

environments, while walkers utilize “tactics” to adapt to environments they do not control. In 

tourism contexts, the position of tourists’ bodies and the bodily expressions, activities, and 

mobilities available to them are tactics that shape their experiences at and impressions of the 

sites they visit and everyday landscapes they inhabit. In tourism, Sheller and Urry write, “Places 

are not simply encountered, […] but are performed through embodied play.”726 Walking is both a 

means of getting around and a practice around which tourists’ phenomenological relationship to 

a site can prompt personal connections and a sense of existential authenticity.  

Certeau holds a vital position in a large canon of theory and narratives about walking. 

Likewise central to classical walking literature is Walter Benjamin’s concept of the flâneur. 

Benjamin, taking Baudelaire’s poetry as inspiration, introduced the romantic figure of the flâneur 

in his Arcades Project. The flâneur has been challenged and adapted myriad ways, but the 

original concept is that of a walker in the city who is almost necessarily male and white, ever 

solitary, in his walks and in his (lack of) personal commitments.727 Likewise, as Simon Sadler 
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describes in his text on the Situationist practice of psychogeography, a “drifter” tours “the urban 

margins, treating the ghetto as an urban asset rather than an urban ill.”728 More recent work on 

walking practice calls into question the assumed perspective of early walking theory: that of an 

economically well-off, artistically inclined, white, male, able body. Solnit’s history synthesizing 

thought on walking reminds readers, “Walking is an indicator species for various kinds of 

freedoms and pleasures: free time, free and alluring space, and unhindered bodies.”729 These 

“freedoms and pleasures” tend to be, as Solnit notes, most consistently available to the most 

privileged. Anya Diekmann and Kevin Hannam illustrate this dynamic in their analysis of tourist 

mobilities in India’s slum spaces, particularly in walking tours through which tourists 

performatively engage with these spaces, often based on preconceptions built from film 

viewing.730 

The flâneur concept has remained a touchstone for cultural and place studies scholars, 

perhaps because the flâneur was developed as a response to alienation—a condition that remains 

at the forefront of intellectual and public consciousness today, and an impetus Wang points to for 

tourists’ quests for existential authenticity that reconnects them with themselves in the third 

spaces of tourism. Because, as Solnit paraphrases Benjamin’s argument, “The flâneur arose […] 
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at a period early in the nineteenth century when the city had become so large and complex that it 

was for the first time strange to its inhabitants,” the figure speaks to concerns of that time of flux, 

namely alienation.731 Today, discussions of alienation continue with similar concerns about 

surveillance but more of a focus on personal than industrial technologies: technological advances 

like the aforementioned ubiquitous smartphones that alter the thinking patterns and behaviors of 

individuals rather than mass societies. As Chantelle Bayes writes in an application of Donna 

Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto to the concept, the flâneur arose at a time of “changing ‘social 

spatialisation’ of everyday social and economic relations which in the nineteenth century 

increasingly extended the world of the average person further and further to include rival mass 

tourism destinations linked by railroad, news of other European powers and distant colonies.”732  

The alienation of today is, after a similar change in “social spatialisation” through development 

of personalized virtual space experienced alone, less positioned toward revolution than Karl 

Marx believed of the alienation of his (and Benjamin’s) time. But today’s alienation also affects 

the majority of the population that does not have the means and ability to ponder it over solitary, 

leisurely walks. 

The flâneur figure, at least in Benjamin’s original conception, is difficult to reconcile 

with today’s contexts and cultural conditions, as the portion of the population—in my own U.S. 

context, and this study’s specific New York and Sleepy Hollow contexts—eligible for flâneury is 

increasingly minor. However, Benjamin’s walker who famously “goes botanizing on the asphalt” 

brings up some valuable considerations. Namely, the concept of the flâneur is an example of the 

conflicts that arise with time-bound scholarly work. It is essential to at least tip your hat to 
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Benjamin’s work in any scholarly discussion of walking, but the concept is no longer especially 

applicable to most contexts relevant to scholars of place studies and embodiment today, whose 

more pressing concerns likely center less privileged demographics and less aesthetic walking 

practices.733 As Solnit points out early in Wanderlust, “Much contemporary theory was born out 

of feminism’s protest at the way earlier theory universalized the very specific experience of 

being male, and sometimes of being white and privileged. Feminism and postmodernism both 

emphasize that the specifics of one’s bodily experience and location shape one’s intellectual 

perspective.”734 Apart from feminist concerns, even Martina Lauster’s criticism of the concept, 

which takes the flâneur seriously and considers it within its own context, judges Benjamin’s 

work harshly: “Benjamin’s idea of the flâneur is not only of limited value for an understanding 

of nineteenth-century urban experience, but can be seen positively to hamper it.”735 After 

examining Benjamin’s sources and logic, Lauster concludes that the flâneur is an academically 

convenient concept, especially in discussion of alienation among 20th century modernist scholars 

(and as I have done briefly here), and has become a myth that exceeds Benjamin’s ill-constructed 

original idea. Lauster asks: “How reliable, one wonders, is Benjamin’s whole concept of the 

flâneur if it is not only self-contradictory, but has no solid foundation in Poe’s or Baudelaire’s 

work either?”736 While the unexamined flâneur seems to have run his course, the central idea that 

walking opens time and space for reflection is an assumption of most contemporary work on 

walking. 
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734 Solnit, Wanderlust, 27. 
735 Lauster, “Myth,” 139. 
736 Lauster, 145-146. 



 236 

While the psychogeographers and others following Benjamin into flâneury emphasize the 

benefits of solitary, thoughtful walks for the individual, they also suggest walking as a kind of 

protest against the disappearance of public walking space. John R. Stilgoe echoes these concerns 

around increasingly privatized space and cities more friendly to cars than pedestrians, noting that 

because walking is in most spaces in the U.S. an uncommon way of getting around, walkers both 

face suspicion and discover oddities about their everyday surroundings.737 However, while 

Stilgoe certainly accomplishes the psychogeographical goals of “cutting across established routes 

and exploring those marginal and forgotten areas often overlooked by the city’s inhabitants,” 

Stilgoe does not characterize his walking as political or antiauthority, at least directly.738 Rather, 

he focuses on the personal and the pedagogical, and he presents walking “exploration” as 

practicable way to reconnect with one’s physical surroundings, even when those surroundings 

are primarily built landscapes. Topinka more definitively notes pedestrian practice in 

automobile-dominated spaces as a protest strategy, wherein “walkers extend [such streets] by 

finding new usable space that the system ignores” and by “creating an opening for critique” of 

these capitalist spaces.739 

The individual walking practice Stilgoe centers is perhaps most relevant to the touristic 

context, though, as Solnit explains, the entirety of walking’s cultural history also involves salient 

mass walking practices: “Parades, demonstrations, protests, uprisings, and urban revolutions are 

all about members of the public moving through public space for expressive and political rather 

than merely practical reasons.”740 Thus, the privatization of so much of U.S. American cities is a 
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serious political issue: “[t]he street is public space in which the First Amendment rights of 

speech and assembly apply, while the mall is not.”741 Robert Sullivan voices similar concerns 

over the disappearance of private space, noting that under capitalism “space becomes abstracted 

into a monetary value just as does any piece of merchandise.”742 Walking, as an embodied 

rhetorical practice, returns personal relevance to space, even the privately-owned gas stations and 

rest stops Marc Augé famously named “non-places,” where tourists stretch and tend to their 

bodies, and behind which Stilgoe meanders.743 Through embodied presence and participation, 

walkers build investments in these spaces. The Lit Fest and other touristic contexts enable these 

investments by literally making spaces for exploratory walks that invite tourists to reflect on 

local history and participate in embodied, personal ways. 

5.3.2 Rhetorical Practices and Perspectives 

As Senda-Cook points out, tourists’ actions are practices that hold rhetorical power: 

“Practices are mundane, embodied, and repetitive actions; they are the daily arguments and 

compromises that compellingly convince us of who we are and how we ought to act.”744 In 

tourism, repeated, expected practices like queuing structure tourist behavior and experience at 

sites.745 These practices are shaped by spatial design and theming technologies and thus often 

reinforce the rhetorical aims of the placemakers who design and manage tourist spaces. The 

themed spaces of tourism are designed—by local governments and preservation societies, 
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consultants hired by individual companies, or Disney Imagineers—to impart certain physically 

embodied experiences of place and thus of what that place represents. Mark Gottdiener writes in 

his 1997 book on themed spaces in the U.S. that such sites “use constructed spaces as symbols,” 

a contention also at the heart of Gregory Clark’s text on tourist sites as constitutive rhetoric for 

national identity.746 For example, Gottdiener names Disneyland “a large sign-vehicle of the 

Disney ideology.”747 Gottdiener acknowledges “built forms have the power to alter human 

behavior through meaning”: “Consumption of a themed environment refers to th[e] experience of 

individuals within a themed milieu, including the assumption of a particular orientation to space 

based on the personal or group interpretation of its symbolic content.”748  

However, Gottdiener, a sociologist, does not initiate specific discussions of tourist 

embodiment in his book, instead “emphasizing the process of production of themed 

environments and their purpose or role in the larger economic organization of our society.”749 

Scott A. Lukas, another leading thinker on themed spaces, is more attentive to how tourists’ 

bodies move and are moved in tourist spaces and how the embodied experiences on offer in 

themed spaces shape tourists’ interpretations of the meanings designed into those immersive 

sites. To illustrate the power of themed spaces to establish, maintain, and intensify the power of 

the brands they represent, Lukas uses the classic example of Disney to discuss themed rides. The 

Disney parks’ Imagineers perfected the dark ride as a vehicle for ideology as for tourist 

bodies.750  Such rides, usually lasting fewer than ten minutes, move riders in themed cars along a 
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track through a series of typically dark scenes, transporting them through a visual and sensory 

narrative while a voiceover or music plays inside the ride vehicle. As Lukas notes, these rides’ 

“multi-sensory, immersive and reflexive approaches to telling a story while also delivering a 

product make themed rides effective marketing tools.”751  

The intensely sensory physical component of these rides means a “major themed ride can 

create associations between itself and the patron that will last a lifetime.”752 Similarly, embodied 

participation in space through walking practice can create personally meaningful, existentially 

authentic experiences with even highly constructed and themed space. Wang acknowledges that 

though authenticity debates have a long history in tourism studies, as I discuss in Chapter 1, 

tourism scholars today recognize that authenticity functions as an ideal divorced of the actual 

reality of objects, which may be carefully designed to appear “real,” as in the Disney context 

Lukas discusses and other highly themed environments.753 Tourists’ embodiment, whether in 

constructed or so-called natural environments, builds personal connection and holds the potential 

for experiencing the existential authenticity Wang discusses. For rhetoricians, the central concern 

here is likely the persuasive potential of such deeply felt experiences. Lukas continues his 

discussion of dark rides: “Though the ride will become a brand, it appears more innocently as a 

material embodiment of a fantasy story and thus people ‘pass it along’ as if it were a part of their 
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Being activated by certain tourist activities.” 



 240 

own intimate family history.”754 Thus, tourist experiences, powered in particular by the physical 

movement of tourist bodies that makes their participation in space personally meaningful and 

memorable, have great rhetorical potential. As rhetorician Derek Foster writes, “the symbolic 

and material aspects of themed spaces combine to interpellate visitors as concrete subjects and 

reinforce the experience of the place in a way that ordinary environments cannot.”755 

Rhetoricians therefore examine both the symbolic in ideological and persuasive elements 

of tourist experience and material conditions of those experiences, including mobilities and 

practices. Foster asserts, “[A]ttending to the materiality of themed landscapes means looking 

beyond how such spaces of the imagination are constructed; one also should examine the precise 

ways that visitors experience and interact with these tangible but imaginary environments.”756 

Blair and Michel demonstrate the necessity of attention to practice in rhetorical analyses of place 

and space in their landmark piece on the Astronauts’ Memorial at the Kennedy Space Center. 

The authors warn that rhetoricians miss the full rhetorical dynamics of a space when they restrict 

themselves to traditional text-oriented methods of rhetorical criticism than do not require the 

researcher’s presence within the physical space in scholarly focus. While visiting the astronauts’ 

memorial at the Kennedy Space Center, “attending to its symbolism, its setting, and so forth,” 

Blair and Michel observed tourists and realized “they did not appear to share our reaction,” 

instead voicing a passing interest in “what this odd structure was,” recognizing a name, then at 

most stopping to take a photograph or read a placard.757 The Kennedy Space Center’s proximity 

to Walt Disney World colored tourists’ expectations of the Space Center attraction as well as 
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their practices, resulting in behaviors and imaginaries the authors had not anticipated in their 

scholarly analysis of the memorial’s visual rhetoric. 

Much development of rhetorical thought relevant to tourist spaces originates in the study 

of public memory. As Greg Dickinson, Carole Blair, and Brian L. Ott introduce in their 

collection on places of public memory, rhetoricians working with historic sites, museums, 

memorials, and educational exhibitions recognize that “[p]laces also mobilize power because 

they are implacably material. They act directly on the body in ways that may reinforce or subvert 

their symbolic memory contents.”758 This power dimension is particularly salient for “memory 

places.”759 Dickinson, Blair, and Ott cite the results of a study on U.S. American attitudes toward 

the past as finding memory sites were taken as very trustworthy sources of information and thus 

“enjoy a significance seemingly unmatched by other material supports of public memory, at least 

in the United States.”760 The rhetoric of public memory sites, and that of at least most other 

tourist sites, is thus less readily perceived as persuasive.  

Unlike members of an audience at a political rally or readers of newspaper opinion piece, 

tourists usually do not come into the rhetorical situations at tourist sites with an expectation 

anyone is trying to persuade them. Chris Wright suggests the “soft control” tourist spaces exert 

over visitors through aesthetic cues to avoid certain areas or proceed through space along a 

particular path “is consistent with the images of freedom, choice and an absence of the ordinary 

for the consumers that theme parks promote,” and Senda-Cook reminds us that the elements that 

set this soft control, “maps and trails[,] exist largely unexamined.”761 Tourist sites are therefore 
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appealing vehicles for rhetorical messages, as their identification with leisure and intricately 

constructed spatial design position them well to subtly make arguments through tourists’ 

embodied experience of place.  

Thomas Rickert’s expansion of rhetorical thought to consider the ambient is especially 

fruitful for examination of the embodied aspects of tourist experience.762 The ambient rhetoric 

framework complicates traditional rhetorical analysis through inclusion of “the material 

environment, things (including the technological), our own embodiment, and a complex 

understanding of ecological relationality as participating in rhetorical practices and their 

theorization.”763 In Rickert’s understanding, “[R]hetoric is a responsive way of revealing the 

world for others, responding to and put forth through affective, symbolic, and material means, so 

as to (at least potentially) reattune or otherwise transform how others inhabit the world to an 

extent that calls for some action.”764 Attunement is connected to a sense of belonging as affects 

circulate through “space[s] of shared impact” and bring individuals into relationship with others 

in assemblages.765 This sense of belonging and participation in an interconnected world can 

prompt existential authenticity, feeling true to oneself. 

Much rhetorical power is concentrated in affects; beyond finding personal meaning in 

attunements, the personal, bodily experiences offered at tourist sites encourage tourists to align 

with the messages and identities promoted there. In his application of Kenneth Burke’s thought 

on rhetoric and identification, Clark examines nineteenth- and twentieth-century U.S. tourist sites 

that helped formulate a sense of national identity for citizens of the new country. Clark argues 
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public experiences in tourism today still instruct “Americans to experience certain places in their 

homeland rhetorically—to encounter for themselves those places as potent symbols of a concept 

of national community they are to claim as their own.”766 Shared practices turn tourist sites to 

participatory scenes, mobilize the rhetorical messages built into sites by their designers, and 

mobilize tourists to co-create affect.  

5.3.3 Walking as Attunement to Affect 

Walking is a tourist mobility, both a physical means of transporting bodies and a way in 

which bodies dwell in space. Likewise, walking is a rhetorical practice. Walkers choose the 

directions and movements of their bodies—though, creatively but not exclusively in themed 

tourist spaces, possibilities are constricted by spatial design and culturally established behavioral 

norms, like not stepping past stanchions or entering areas marked “Staff Only.” Walkers’ 

experience with space through walking practice, whether personal like the flâneur or en masse as 

during protests, is persuasive. During the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest, attendees walk a path through 

which organizers argue for the continued relevance of Irving, his “Legend,” local cultural 

heritage, and the value or reading and writing more broadly.  

When tourists walk through Sleepy Hollow, they experience the everyday setting of an 

upstate New York village through an affective lens that colors the space uncanny. During the Lit 

Fest, the familiar is made strange through the overlay of the fictional Ichabod’s flight from the 

Headless Horseman. While affective dimensions of Lit Fest experience are not my direct focus in 

this chapter, it is worth noting that walking is a bodily means of participating in the co-creation 

of affect. Rhetorical work on themed spaces and approaches like ambient rhetoric demonstrate 

the argumentative and persuasive capacities of physical space. Interdisciplinary work on affect 
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illuminates how rhetorical messages circulate in a space and work on and through the bodies 

gathered there.767 In the built environments of tourism, affects can be guided through spatial 

design and associated “soft control” signifying social norms and appropriate practices. However, 

designers and managers of tourist sites cannot altogether control their sites’ affect, as affect is 

continually co-created by changing assemblages, as new materialists in particular demonstrate.768  

Considerations of affect direct tourism and place scholars to the body. As tourism 

mobilities researchers recognize, travel is the movement of bodies: people participate in scenes 

bodily and experience them through bodily contact and sensations.769 Walking is a common 

embodied action in tourist settings. This practice unites tourists and regulates them (through, for 

example, queuing and off-limits areas), but walking is an action taken by individual bodies and 

felt uniquely according to the capabilities and constraints of each body. Walking is thus a method 

for attunement—a bodily means of taking atmospheric energy into one’s body, making sense of 

it personally and phenomenologically (whether unconsciously or through reflection and 

conscious meaning-making), and participating in and circulating that affect through further 

bodily expressions (like anxious rocking movements while waiting in line for a haunted 

attraction, facial expressions, or comments to other visitors). Rickert explains, “The term 

‘attunement’ names the how of a situation—how it will show up for someone, how it will 

matter.”770  

Stewart writes about atmospheric attunements as “the actual affects of modes of living 

being brought into being,” emphasizing the everyday encounters between people and their 
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surroundings, habits, emotions, interlocutors—their worlds.771 Stewart sees affects as “moving 

forces […] immanent in scenes, subjects, and encounters, or in blocked opportunities or the 

banality of built environments.”772 This meaning-making around everyday life and common 

spaces is where the rhetorical messages communicated affectively through the themed 

environments of tourist sites bear fruit, as tourists having returned home internalize the 

ideological messages absorbed through bodily participation and practices. Affective concerns 

about the ambient context of rhetorical communication and the assemblages of which rhetors and 

audiences are part are vital to rhetoric in that, as Rickert asserts, “One of rhetoric’s primary 

modes is the tuning of attunements.”773  

5.4 Lit Fest Ephemera 

Two main pieces of rhetorical communication organized the path between Lit Fest 

stations: an artistic event map, on the back of which is a scavenger hunt with room to stamp the 

map at each station; and an 11x17” promotional poster contextualizing the participating locations 

with connection to the time period and plot of Irving’s “Legend.” Both the map and poster 

present lists of ten stops around the villages beginning at the Tarrytown Music Hall and ending 

in Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. While the back of the map notes which stations are at places where 

“landmarks from [the “Legend” are] still visible in the geography of the place” and offers short 

blurbs about each station that are a mix of editorial copy and quotations from the “Legend,” the 

poster more uniformly presents the event stations alongside relevant short passages from Irving’s 

story. Attendees also receive a schedule of the special events with set times, but the main thrust 

of the event is the individual visitor groups’ explorative walks between stations, structured and 
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gamified through the stampable scavenger hunt.774 Taken together, the map and promotional 

poster perform much of the theming work for the Lit Fest by suggesting a walking path for the 

event organized around Ichabod’s fictional flight.  

The map, designed by local artist Tim Grajek, is an important piece of ephemera used 

throughout the bicentennial.775 For use during the Lit Fest, minor alterations were made to the 

map, like the addition of Tarrytown’s jazz club the Jazz Forum and the title “Sleepy Hollow Lit 

Fest.” Because the Lit Fest was the official start of the bicentennial celebration, it is likely that 

most attendees saw the map for the first time at this event. The map shows major buildings and 

attractions in small detailed icons, and scattered references to the village’s cultural heritage 

appear throughout: a miniature Rip Van Winkle reclines on a bed with a remote under the label 

“Hotels” by the intersection of the major roads leading into the village. Grajek also gives 

prominence to recreation areas, marking a “cyclist and pedestrian path,” the “Scenic Hudson 

River Walk,” the Rockefeller State Park Preserve, and depicting human figures to draw the eye 

to these areas. Designed for tourist use, the map labels train stations, downtown areas, and major 

roads, while other streets are represented by faint green lines, and residential sections of the 

villages do not appear to have streets at all. The map thus marks specific parts of the area as 

desirable to tourists and omits details of areas used primarily by residents.  

                                                
774 Each event station also had copies of a double-sided schedule organized by time and venue, 
mostly populated by readings and book signings with some Irving-influenced events. The 
schedule emphasized unifying themes, advertising a “Spooky Panel” and noting alongside an 
author reading that “[p]art of the setting takes place in Sleepy Hollow!” Only two events directly 
related to Irving or the “Legend”: a “[m]ini-preview of ‘Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ THE 
MUSICAL” and a reading of “prisoner works reflecting on Rip Van Winkle presented by Words 
Beyond Bars Project.” 
775 The Lit Fest version of this map is viewable online: “Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest,” Hudson Valley 
Writers Center, http://sleepyhollowlitfest.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/HVWC-Map.pdf 
(Date Last Accessed, February 11, 2021). 
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Moreover, the Sleepy Hollow area’s major fixtures appear close together on the 

illustrated map. In fact, attractions are fairly close: Washington Irving’s homestead at Sunnyside, 

the leftmost destination on the map, is only four miles from the Hudson Valley Writers Center on 

the right side of the map. The Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture, in the bottom right 

corner of the map, is only three and a half miles from the Writers Center and a five-and-a-half-

mile walk from Sunnyside, the furthest point from it on the map. Tourists who pick up the map at 

one of the major destinations might look at nearby attractions and try walking to another site 

based on the walkability implied in the map. As they walk, tourists are likely to discover 

unexpected attractions around the villages and take note of historical markers as well as village 

theming measures. Walking in Sleepy Hollow brings anyone who transects the area into bodily 

contact with U.S. history, literary heritage, and uncanny affect.   

The scavenger hunt on the back of the map presents ten stops with short descriptions that 

narrativize the festival and villages in general, both explaining direct connections to the past and 

“Legend” as in the case of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and connecting newer fixtures like the local 

jazz club and the Hudson Valley Writers Center to Ichabod’s fictional life. The description for 

Stop 2, for example, reminds attendees, “Not only was Ichabod the local schoolmaster, but also 

he provided singing lessons (for a fee!) to local children.” This short, humorous statement makes 

the direction to receive a “[s]tamp at Jazz Forum Arts, 1 Dixon Lane, Tarrytown” feel more 

connected to the event theme. The Jazz Forum’s inclusion on the map as one of the ten stops 

encourages festivalgoers to attend the preview of the musical based on the “Legend,” one of two 

“Legend”-centered events during the Lit Fest, while at the same time exposing attendees to a 

local cultural fixture that may otherwise have escaped their attention.  
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Similarly, the description for the final stop listed on the map makes a thematic rather than 

spatial connection between the station location and the “Legend”: “Ichabod’s schoolhouse would 

have been situated on what today is Old Sleepy Hollow Road.776 The Hudson Valley Writers 

Center (300 Riverside Drive, Sleepy Hollow) continues the great tradition of Washington 

Irving’s contribution to American literature. We hope you have enjoyed the Sleepy Hollow Lit 

Fest!” This description gives additional information about the story’s setting for those interested, 

mentioning another place connected to the narrative and again connecting a modern structure to 

local heritage. This is an interesting bit of trivia, especially for residents for whom these roads 

are part of the everyday. As a final statement from event organizers due to its placement at the 

end of the list of stops, this description reinforces the village’s authority to reproduce the story 

by showing decision-makers in Sleepy Hollow are knowledgeable about and responsible with 

Irving’s “Legend.” That the Writers Center “continues the great tradition” emphasizes a 

continuity with the past, even though the place itself has no direct physical connection to the 

story besides sharing a road with the projected location of Ichabod’s schoolhouse. 

The map is posted on sidewalks around the villages of Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, 

appears across promotional materials and websites for the bicentennial, and is also available 

online and in hard copy at events. Again, because the Lit Fest event was the official start of the 

bicentennial celebration, it is likely that most attendees saw the map for the first time at the Lit 

Fest. The event version of the map included markers directing attendees to participating locations 

and details specific to the Lit Fest like notations for “Author Tents,” “Event Tents,” and the 

“Vendor Village” in Patriot’s Park, as well as book icons marking locations involved in the 

                                                
776 As I shared in Chapter 3, a former construction worker from the area confided to me that he 
has been “a little creeped out” on this road working at night. 
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event. The scavenger hunt on the back of the map and the poster promoting the event as an 

opportunity to “Follow Ichabod’s Trail” were both developed specifically for the festival.  

While the map and poster present the same eight venues, the poster is organized more 

thematically while the scavenger hunt on the back of the map organizes stops by distance from 

each other. For example, the destinations with little physical connection to the “Legend,” the 

Hudson Valley Writers Center and the Jazz Forum, are the eighth and ninth places listed on the 

poster, interestingly between the Old Dutch Church and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, listed seventh 

and tenth though they share land. Likely, placing Sleepy Hollow Cemetery as the last destination 

and thus the one marked by the closed circle at the end of the dotted line linking the poster 

descriptions was a design choice made to emphasize participating venues unquestionably linked 

to Irving and the “Legend.” The poster establishes the draw of the event—“Follow Ichabod’s 

Trail”—as having a place experience related to the “Legend,” using recognizable quotations and 

images to reinforce Ichabod’s, or at least the story’s, presence in the event spaces. 

The poster presents only quotations from Irving’s “Legend” rather than editorial 

statements and primarily stands out from the scavenger hunt in its inclusion of illustrations from 

the 1906 Bobbs Merrill Company edition of the story, which are among the most familiar images 

associated with the “Legend.”777 In particular, the illustration of Ichabod atop his borrowed horse 

Gunpowder during the chase against a black, cloudy backdrop—attached to the passage “Losing 

the Saddle” associated with Philipsburg Manor—is immediately recognizable as a depiction of 

the “Legend.” It is worth noting that only two of the ten illustrations used feature the Headless 

Horseman: the figure appears as many times outside the main body of this poster, since he is in 

                                                
777 These illustrations were also made into the stamps with which volunteers at each station mark 
attendee’s scavenger hunt pages on the backs of their maps. 
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the logos for both the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest and the bicentennial celebration that appear at the 

bottom of the poster.  

The use of classic illustrations, quotations from the “Legend,” and the heading “Follow 

Ichabod’s Trail at the 1st Ever Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest” position this poster to appeal to potential 

attendees whose main interest in the event is its connection to the “Legend”—a traditional 

literary tourism crowd. Smaller text below the heading and date indicates the event will offer 

“Free Readings, Panels & Book Signings,” an “Open Mic & More!” and other “Family-Friendly 

Activities.” This poster emphasizes the scholarly and literary draw of the event over these 

“Family-Friendly Activities” and is not interactive like the stampable map. As such, this 

promotional poster appeals to an audience for the event that would recognize and find value in 

“Follow[ing] Ichabod’s Trail” rather than the substantial family audience more likely to take 

guidance from the pictorial Grajek map. 

Both the map and poster encourage attendees to be aware of emplacement and thus 

continuity with history, as well as to engage with experts or at least community volunteers by 

asking attendees to collect stamps at sites like the Old Dutch Church. The map and poster 

solidify connections between the past—both as historically documented, for example through 

references to the area’s Revolutionary War history, and fictional as represented in Irving’s 

writing—and the present, meanwhile reinforcing the event’s and area’s theming around the 

“Legend.” In offering short contextualizations for each station and a proposed itinerary, the map 

and poster guide attendee’s walking practice by setting limits, areas, and motivations for staying 

within the set path. Moreover, these documents apply a narrative to that walking practice and a 

framework for thought: attendees are prompted to think about Irving, the story, and connections 

of village institutions and landmarks to local history. As Solnit writes, “There is a very practical 
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sense in which to trace even an imaginary route is to trace the spirit or thought of what passed 

there before.”778  

Considering expansions of rhetorical theory to account for the material, ambient, and 

affective, ephemera like the Lit Fest map and poster can be understood as rhetorical actors. 

These pieces are rhetorical in that they shape the trajectory of the event and participants’ 

individual paths through it. As Senda-Cook describes in her work on trail maps, setting a path is 

a rhetorical act, and maps and other ephemera that suggest particular routes, landmarks, and 

itineraries are rhetorical artifacts.779 Setting walking restrictions and narratives around walking 

paths are persuasive acts, and these documents are instructive for tourists suggesting particular 

practices and sites of affective engagement.  

Maps serve a range of rhetorical functions: promoting and establishing topophilic 

connection to place, setting expectations, and instructing as “a way of seeing” as John Berger 

argued of paintings. Senda-Cook asserts that “[m]aps represent and construct both changes in 

perception and our attachments to certain places, the value we bestow upon prioritized places” 

while at the same time giving a practical structure to place experience by sectioning off space.780 

At the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest, attendees can visit any selection of participating sites in any 

order, but the scavenger hunt on the back of the map encourages completion—visiting all the 

sites. The promotional poster and the descriptions of each site on the back of the map narrativize 

a particular route through the event that begins at Tarrytown Music Hall and ends at Sleepy 

Hollow Cemetery, a route that themes the event around the area’s connection to Irving’s 

“Legend.” In presenting this route, the map and poster reinforce the Sleepy Hollow area’s 
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connection to the story. These pieces represent the full bicentennial celebration’s assertion that 

major players like the Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown village governments and local historical 

societies have authority over Irving’s story and legacy. In aligning Ichabod’s fictional path with 

modern-day streets and landmarks, the map and poster reinforce that the past impacts the present 

and that today’s community should remain in conversation with (especially local) history.  

5.5 Attendee Walking Practice 

The theming of the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest around Ichabod’s trail serves as a promotional 

draw, making the Lit Fest unique among similar festivals because of its emplaced connection to 

Irving’s story. While this event theming was central to its promotion online and through the 

poster, not all attendees found “following Ichabod’s trail” to be the main draw or most rewarding 

element of the Lit Fest. Highlights of the event for attendees included the practical: “getting 

community service” credit for volunteers, being outside during one of the first days of nice 

weather after a long stretch of rain and cold, and exposing nonresidents as well as residents to the 

venues involved in the event (“I feel like people don’t really go to the Warner Library as much as 

they should. It’s a really nice library”).781  

Others did point to the event’s continuation of Irving’s legacy as their favorite aspect of 

the Lit Fest. One resident attendee shared he appreciated the event’s recognition “that the story 

has such longevity. [….] It’s lasted this long, and it’s shaped kind of an industry here. Kind of 

powerful.” A Sleepy Hollow Cemetery employee who was also involved in planning the Lit Fest 

named the weather, the collaboration of many local nonprofits, and the presence of an Irving 

impersonator interacting with guests in the Cemetery as highlights of the event, but similarly 

shared: 

                                                
781 Lit Fest volunteer, in conversation with the author, May 2019. 
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What I love to tell kids in particular, because we do a lot of school group tours 
here [at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery], and senior groups and everybody in between, 
[…] I always remind people that this is a story that has never been out of print in 
200 years. And there’s a reason for that, because, if you think about it, there are 
things published five, ten years ago that are already out of print, and “The Legend 
of Sleepy Hollow” has never been out of print, and it’s because it’s such a good 
story. So, I always encourage people to go home and read it or reread it now that 
they’ve been here because it’s, you know, very meaningful to be able to retrace 
the steps of Ichabod Crane all through town.  
 

For at least some attendees, then, the event’s reproduction of the “Legend” as a significant part 

of Sleepy Hollow’s cultural heritage was a welcome theme.  

Even for those less conscious of the event’s theming or originally uninterested in Irving’s 

story, the Lit Fest offered a literary lens revealing new aspects of the villages’ everyday 

landscapes. One volunteer and Sleepy Hollow resident shared that the event structure “feels cool, 

because they name, like, real monuments, and real locations that we could relate to.” This 

response points to the complexity of using a fictional path to organize a real event. While it is 

interesting to follow in Ichabod’s footsteps for those enthusiastic about the story, the “Legend” 

is, both in its original text and in its legacy since, a way to experience the real history of Sleepy 

Hollow. Whatever attendees learn about the story, they inevitably learn some local history in 

their efforts to experience the “Legend.” For residents and others with strong attachments to the 

area and its rich and well-documented history, a major draw of the event was its ability to 

educate attendees about some of Sleepy Hollow’s “nonfiction” lore. 

This dynamic of already-invested tourists alongside visitors naïve to the site’s subject 

matter is typical of literary and historic tourist sites. For fans making “pilgrimages” to the 

settings of a favorite work, literary and other media-induced tourist sites are primed for 

existential authenticity through their preexisting personal connection with the destination’s 
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source text.782 However, as David Herbert points out, beyond their connections to famous 

authors or stories, “[l]iterary places […] are also social constructions, created, amplified, and 

promoted to attract visitors” and thus attract visitors without strong feelings about the 

represented author or work in larger numbers than the traditional literary pilgrims.783 For tourists 

without strong feelings of connection to the source media around which a site is themed, finding 

existential authenticity at that site is still possible, perhaps through an aesthetic connection to the 

site’s theming that makes them feel connected to their inner selves.784 

Regardless, literary tourism destinations, themed around the author in focus or their most 

popular works, reinforce particular affects through theming that repeats motifs. Thus, the sense 

of place is strong and gives a sense of uniqueness, potentially inspiring existential authenticity 

and topophilia or at least a sense of emplacement and continuity with time. This is especially true 

as literary tourism overlaps significantly with tourism to historic sites. Both categories take value 

from the physical continuity of preserved space from previous, perhaps celebrated residents to 

today’s visiting tourists, with physical presence and embodiment creating a lineage through time 

that functions educationally as well as spiritually.785 Thus, tourists need not arrive at literary or 

historic sites with prior knowledge to find meaning there or have what they deem a worthwhile 

experience. 
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When asked if they were aware the event was organized along the path of the chase from 

the “Legend,” some attendees I spoke with were initially unaware but quickly understood the 

concept based on their familiarity with some of the more explicitly connected sites. Two Sleepy 

Hollow High School students volunteering in Patriot’s Park did not at first know the Lit Fest was 

organized along Ichabod’s path, but, upon learning this, looked closer at the maps on the table 

they were staffing and responded, “Oh, yeah, the Old Dutch Church, okay, I see it,” tracing the 

route—“So I guess it starts from there, then he ran, da da da da da”—to the bridge by the 

cemetery, which is along a main road and has a historical marker with which they would likely 

be familiar. Another attendee who was not initially aware of the event’s organization was 

enthusiastic about the path after our conversation, asking, “Do you know where the party was 

held?” in reference to the feast at the Van Tassel homestead where Ichabod listened to ghost 

stories before embarking on his fateful ride home. For a resident of Sleepy Hollow like this 

informant, these details, even if they amount to trivia, are interesting because they deal with 

everyday spaces. Overlaying the “Legend” narrative and themes turns the familiar sights of daily 

errands and commutes strange. This strangeness lies both in the suggestion those places are or 

have been haunted and in the obvious but often unconscious recognition that the spaces of our 

everyday business were differently meaningful to the people who used and loved those spaces 

before us.  

Regardless of whether they conceptualized their event experience as “following 

Ichabod’s trail,” attendees’ experience is shaped through the Lit Fest’s organization and 

especially the embodied emplacement the event foregrounds. Event experience is made 

meaningful through personal, embodied encounters with space and the constituent elements that 

build its affect; individual attendees can have experiences of existential authenticity based on 
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personal meaning-making through embodiment and attunement that reconnects them with their 

inner selves. For example, at the Lit Fest, connections to local history and literature might speak 

to attendees’ extracurricular interests and make them feel they are around like-minded people 

and being true to their inner sense of self and personal aesthetic.  

Moreover, walking practice can in itself be a rewarding aspect of tourism and touristic 

events like the Lit Fest. Some of these encounters and elements are not connected to the 

“Legend” theming: for example, several attendees reported that the weather was one of the best 

aspects of their experience. While most attendees did not seem to follow the path exactly—few 

took the linear route of proceeding through the stops listed on the poster and back of the map in 

order—the stops along the path structured the event and provided regular references to the 

theming around the “Legend.” The event provided attendees, many of whom live locally, a 

reason to walk around and make conscious connections to local history like those a walking tour 

might prompt. Pleasurably embodied experiences in places resonant with one’s sense of self, 

interests, and taste can likewise prompt existential authenticity. 

Further, the Lit Fest was the first event not only of the bicentennial but of the summer. 

Held May 18, 2019, the event took place on the first day of nice weather after a New York 

winter. The outdoor setting invigorated attendees who had spent months mostly indoors, bringing 

attendees’ bodily experience to the forefront of their minds in the way changing weather at the 

start of a new season can. That the Lit Fest luckily occupied the first day of good weather likely 

helped boost attendance numbers as well as participants’ moods and willingness to walk. While 

the Lit Fest’s overt theming emphasized the chance to “Follow Ichabod’s Trail,” for attendees, 

having a desirable experience at the event seemed linked to spending time outside in good 

weather and taking time to notice some of the historical fixtures of the village that escape their 
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everyday awareness. The event provides a safe, comfortable, family-friendly experience outside, 

with the added benefit of an educational tone in the event’s focus on reading and writing. 

Additionally, the Lit Fest facilitated interaction with knowledgeable people from local businesses 

and nonprofits. Though the event structure carefully considered by event architects and 

communicated through ephemera like the map and poster offers an in-depth place experience 

exciting for attendees mindful of Irving’s story, this is of course not the only meaningful 

experience of the event available—or even the only desirable experience from the perspective of 

event organizers, for whom the Lit Fest was importantly an introduction to the larger 18-month 

bicentennial celebration.  

5.6 Conclusion 

As the bicentennial’s first event, the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest beneficially brings residents 

out into the villages and sparks renewed enthusiasm around the story, familiarizing locals with 

both the details of Irving’s “Legend” and the venues and nonprofits involved in many events and 

initiatives over the 18-month celebration. Held at the beginning of the summer and advertising 

family-friendly activities, the Lit Fest encourages residents to value local resources like historical 

societies and consider attending future events outside the Halloween season, especially now that 

they know venue locations and what to expect. The Lit Fest encourages residents to value the 

historical and cultural layers of their everyday spaces and thus, hopefully, to support local 

preservation efforts and historical societies. While walking around Sleepy Hollow and 

Tarrytown, attendees build personal connections to the space, Irving, and the “Legend” while 

also absorbing education about the villages and local history. Attendees’ walking practice attunes 

them to and interpellates them in circulating affects. 
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Walking is a physical activity that brings participants into bodily contact with space and 

the narratives contained in or imposed upon that space. In Sleepy Hollow, these historical and 

literary narratives are largely tied to the work of local author Irving. As the Sleepy Hollow area 

shapes itself increasingly into tourist space, the contrast between walkable downtown areas and 

excluded residential zones holds persuasive guidance about the boundaries of the tourist 

bubble.786 Paths themselves, as Senda-Cook notes, are rhetorical; at the Lit Fest, Grajek’s map 

and the promotional poster set a narrativized route through the event stations.787 This guidance 

reinforces the event’s theming around “Ichabod’s trail” and asserts walking as the main bodily 

means through which attendees engage with affect, which transmits the event’s major assertions 

about the value of local history and literature. 

Walking, as a rhetorical practice, centralizes emplacement in storied space. The personal 

experience of using one’s body to navigate and participate in a place promotes investment in that 

place. Embodied walking experience can thus prompt feelings of attachment and existential 

authenticity that deepen receptivity to rhetorical messaging, including about the value of the 

source text in literary and media-induced tourism. The personal fulfillment associated with 

topophilia and existential authenticity is rewarding in itself, but also encourages repeat tourism 

as well as word-of-mouth advertising as tourists return home and share stories of their trips. 

Moreover, tourist areas and sites can utilize local heritage and associated markers during 

scavenger hunt activities like that structuring the Lit Fest to encourage locals to visit new parts of 

their everyday spaces and to increase general sense of community and investment in locality. 

                                                
786 Urry and Larsen, Gaze. 
787 Senda-Cook, “Trails.” 
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Events that foreground local history prompts tourists and locals alike to support preservation 

efforts by connecting them to personally relevant historical stories.  

As tourists and event attendees build investments in a place, their walking also 

encourages support for historical societies and preservation efforts. Tourists’ bodily presence and 

experience in historicized places, particularly when tourists are made aware of this history 

through educational efforts like walking tours or markers, creates a sense of continuity with 

history and connection to the people and events of the past. This is a particularly important 

dynamic at historic sites and literary tourism destinations. Tourists come to understand that, as 

bicentennial organizer Lynn Moffat announced at the April 2019 press conference, “we owe an 

obligation to the future and a debt to the past,” and supporting preservation and education around 

local history ensures future visitors and residents can attune to the same lineage. 

The Lit Fest, as one such educational effort, asserts local ownership over and the 

contemporary relevance of Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” The event’s structure 

around the short story’s narrative and involving sites of historical relevance around Sleepy 

Hollow and Tarrytown implies history remains relevant and that people should make personal 

connections to the past. Further, the participation of the villages’ historical societies and other 

organizational leaders in the Lit Fest makes these ideas actionable: keep local history part of 

conversation and promote personal connections by supporting public memory efforts financially 

and experientially. A major rhetorical assertion of the Lit Fest is that Sleepy Hollow leadership is 

in the position to renegotiate Irving’s “Legend” and support for this work should go to experts at 

historical societies.  

Moreover, because the Lit Fest is a family-oriented event with the majority of activities 

and readings directed to children and young adults, another contention of the event concerns the 
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value of reading and literature. Not only is Irving’s work relevant and deserving of continued 

attention and a place in U.S. and local literary canons, but literature should be a continuing part 

of Sleepy Hollow culture and the lives of its residents. In particular, literature and art enable 

discussion and acknowledgment of death as part of the human experience. The themes of 

Irving’s “Legend,” the involvement of Sleepy Hollow Cemetery as an event station, and the 

general attention paid during the Lit Fest to the past suggest death should be welcomed rather 

than avoided as a topic of conversation and art—at least in organized contexts like the Lit Fest 

event and during the area’s most popular tourism season around Halloween—and classical 

“deathscapes” like the Cemetery can be re-presented as tourist attractions that benefit from 

uncanny theming.788  

Walking is an important tourist mobility and rhetorical practice in the Sleepy Hollow area 

today, especially since major destinations are walkable distances from Metro-North train 

stations, and will continue to be central to the area’s tourism industry. Alongside cultural efforts 

associated with the bicentennial like the Lit Fest, local government is working to develop 

recreational areas and better connections between walking trails. With this “Horseman’s Trail,” 

Mayor Ken Wray envisions Sleepy Hollow becoming “one of the most beautiful and active 

spaces in the Hudson Valley.” The marking of recreation areas on Grajek’s map and depiction of 

human figures putting those spaces to use foregrounds walking practice as continuing to be 

important to the area. Thus, considerations of accessibility will become all the more vital to 

Sleepy Hollow’s touristic success: discussions of this tourist mobility should prompt questions of 

for whom walking is safest or even possible. This discourse must involve both able-bodied and 

                                                
788 Avril Maddrell and James D. Sidaway, Deathscapes: Spaces for Death, Dying, Mourning and 
Remembrance (Burlington: Ashgate, 2010). 
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disabled perspectives with an understanding that “disability is both a lived reality and an 

ideological framework that provides contours to fragile meanings of abledness.”789 

At the Lit Fest, shuttles were available as transport between major event areas; this 

service should be an option at all events with similar bodily demands. Placemakers in the 

villages of Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow remain aware of tourists’ reliance on parking and 

public transit and consult with disability scholars and activists to increase options for visitors 

with varying bodily needs. The many historic sites that serve as major destinations in the area 

struggle with accessibility in their preserved buildings and should work to provide 

accommodations or alternative experiences for visitors unable to climb narrow staircases or 

navigate uneven ground. Emplacement reveals continuity with and changes over time that echo 

in body and thought: the experience of exploring Irving’s cottage at Sunnyside is embodied, 

while Historic Hudson Valley’s pedagogical programming around Northern slavery is thought 

work. Tourism mobilities research, which accounts for bodily differences and sensory 

experience, is one way for scholars to consider negotiations around accessibility at such sites.  

Lastly, tourism scholars and professionals should keep the local impact of expanding 

walking space and touristic areas at the center of their concern. Those who live in tourist spaces 

year-round are most impacted by changes like trail system development and other infrastructure 

efforts—including, in Sleepy Hollow, the opening of the Governor Mario M. Cuomo bridge—

that alter expected modes of transportation. The benefits and complications of touristic 

advancements for residents of these spaces should be a major consideration for those 

implementing and studying tourism development. 

  

                                                
789 Sunaura Taylor, Beasts of Burden: Animal and Disability Liberation (New York: The New 
Press, 2017), 9. 
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6. SUNNYSIDE: NARRATIVE AND EMBODIED TOURIST 

EXPERIENCE 

6.1 Introduction 

Washington Irving first visited Sleepy Hollow as a teenager in the 1790s.790 At his 

family’s encouragement to get out of already densely populated New York City while yellow 

fever was at its height, Irving went with his friend James Paulding to Tarrytown.791 Biographer 

Andrew Burstein writes, “It was at this time that young Irving first glimpsed ‘Wolfert’s Roost’ 

on the banks of the Hudson River, the picturesque estate that would become, by 1836, his 

Sunnyside home.”792 The Irving family home in New York City Washington left during the 

yellow fever scare was his last long-term residence until he was well into middle age, “living 

most of his adult life as a guest in someone else’s house,” as another biographer, Brian Jay Jones, 

summarizes.793 By age 50, well-traveled Irving was a famous and prolific writer acclaimed 

abroad and, most importantly to him, respected in the U.S. and especially New York State.794 He 

wrote to his sister Catharine in 1832 to inquire about Wolfert’s Roost, a property in then-

Dearman outside Tarrytown.795 Burstein reports that Irving confided, “‘I am willing to pay a 

little unreasonably for it,’ […] betraying his eagerness.”796 

Irving secured the property in 1835 and began construction to transform “the Roost” into 

the vision he had mentally collaged during his travels in Europe: “‘a little nookery somewhat in 

                                                
790 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 11. See also Jones, Irving, 11-12. 
791 Burstein, 11. 
792 Burstein, 11. 
793 Jones, Irving, 299. 
794 See Irving qtd. in Burstein, Knickerbocker, 161: “‘Nothing is nearer to my heart than the 
desire of meriting the good opinion of my countrymen; and, above all of Townsmen.’” 
795 Burstein, 273, 320. See also Jones, Irving, 396. 
796 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 273. 
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the Dutch style, quaint, but unpretending.’”797 The author, whose writing and publication was 

tied to his monetary needs throughout his life, “figured he would pay for improvements on the 

house by writing ‘a legend or two about it.’”798 The property was ready for Irving and his family 

to move in by the end of 1836 and was christened “Sunnyside” in 1841.799 When Irving was 

appointed minister to Spain the following year, he took the job, which he saw as “‘the crowning 

honor’ of his life,” but he left Sunnyside reluctantly.800 Writing to his nephew Pierre, Irving 

confessed, “‘I am spoiled by the life I led at Sunnyside, and have not, during the whole time that 

I have been in Europe, had one of those right-down frolicksome moods that I have enjoyed at the 

cottage.’”801 It was during this time in Spain that Irving fantasized of Sunnyside: “‘My heart 

dwells in that blessed little spot; and I really believe that when I die I shall haunt it: but it will be 

as a good spirit, that no one needs be affraid [sic] of.’”802 

In September 1846, Irving returned to Sunnyside from Spain and rarely left again. He 

held court there for the rest of his life, surrounded by family—his sister Catharine, his brother 

Ebenezer, and Ebenezer’s children, Washington’s nieces, lived in the cottage with him, as did 

Pierre and his wife (and first cousin) Helen toward the end of Washington’s life—and 

admirers.803 Irving spent most of his time not spent writing tending to the property and building 

onto his home, including the addition of “the signature ‘pagoda’ top of the ‘make shift little 

Mansion,’” and was proud to declare himself “‘a complete rustic.’”804 Burstein quotes a letter 

                                                
797 Burstein, 279; Irving qtd. in Jones, Irving, 320. 
798 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 282. 
799 Burstein, 289, 295,  
800 Burstein, 299. See also Jones, Irving, 343. 
801 Qtd. in Burstein, Knickerbocker, 301. 
802 Qtd. in Burstein, 306. 
803 Burstein, 293, 327. 
804 Burstein, 312, 313. Quotations from Irving’s letters. See also Jones, Irving, 381, 383. 
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from the author to his niece “Sarah Storrow, who was back in France: ‘My own place has never 

been so beautiful as at present…and I am never tired of sitting there in my old Voltaire chair, of 

a long summer morning, with a book in hand, sometimes reading, sometimes musing on the 

landscape, and sometimes dosing and mixing all up in a pleasant dream.’”805 Still, Burstein 

observes “Irving’s productivity at Sunnyside was altogether stunning,” and the author published 

a number of books in addition to his five-volume Life of Washington biography in his 

“retirement” years.806  

Rather than traveling to New York City, Irving regularly entertained guests at home: 

friends, “friends of his friends,” strangers, and fans.807 Sunnyside was already a tourist 

destination in Irving’s lifetime, with the celebrity author himself as the main attraction: a 

“Tarrytown carriage owner brought sightseers” to the property, and the newly constructed 

railroad passed right by the house, prompting conductors to “blow[…] their train whistles as they 

pointed out Sunnyside to their passengers.”808 Public interest in Irving’s retirement home only 

increased after Harper’s New Monthly Magazine published a piece on Sunnyside in December 

1856 that Burstein describes as “a copiously illustrated [….] invitation to worshippers.”809 

Burstein observes: “While Irving lived, his dream world on the riverbank was already a relic; or, 

as the article reads, ‘a home amidst the altars upon which [Irving] has devoutly offered up the 

love and worship of a long life, and upon which he has reverently placed many of the sweetest 

fruits of his genius.’”810 Irving continued hosting visitors into the last month of his life. During 

                                                
805 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 313. 
806 Burstein, 314. 
807 Burstein, 315. 
808 Burstein, 315; Jones, Irving, 385. 
809 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 325. 
810 Burstein, 325. 
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this time, Burstein writes, “To encounter Irving, it seemed, was to imagine some sublime feeling 

directed to oneself—every such fortunate soul felt he was meant to memorialize meeting a fading 

star.”811 Irving died in late November 1859 in his bedroom at Sunnyside, after an evening 

admiring the sunset with Pierre, who by now was compiling notes for his biography of his 

uncle.812 Pierre would write The Life and Letters of Washington Irving while living at Sunnyside, 

which would stay in the Irving family until 1945, when it was bought by John D. Rockefeller, Jr. 

(“Junior”) and with Philipsburg and Van Cortlandt Manors became part of Sleepy Hollow 

Restorations.813 

6.1.1 Sunnyside as Tourist Destination 

Sleepy Hollow Restorations is today Historic Hudson Valley (HHV), the non-profit 

historical society and preservation organization that still manages its early sites at Philipsburg 

Manor, which now hosts the Horseman’s Hollow haunted attraction during the Halloween 

season, and Van Cortlandt, where the popular Great Jack O’Lantern Blaze event is held. HHV 

also manages Kykuit, the Rockefeller estate and another major tourism draw in the Sleepy 

Hollow area, as well as the Union Church of Pocantico Hills, and, of course, Sunnyside. 

Sunnyside is open seasonally for tours, with special programming for school groups, and serves 

as an event venue. During the Halloween season, Sunnyside visits are themed for the “Home of 

the ‘Legend’” event, and docents from various HHV sites are redeployed to Sunnyside to meet 

the demand for these events, according to a 2019 conversation with a docent. In 2019, Sunnyside 

also became host to the Sleepy Hollow Experience attraction, a traveling performance during 

                                                
811 Burstein, 328-329. 
812 Burstein, 330. 
813 “John D. Rockefeller, Jr., 1874-1960,” Rockefeller Archive Center, 
https://rockarch.org/resources/about-the-rockefellers/john-d-rockefeller-jr/ (Date Last Accessed, 
February 1, 2021). 
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which audience groups walk from set to set on the grounds during what is described on HHV’s 

website as “an immersive evening production of Irving’s most famous ghost story. Meet Ichabod 

Crane and Katrina Van Tassel, along with a certain headless Hessian, in the very place where the 

author imagined them.”814  

During the Sleepy Hollow Experience event, HHV placemakers (with the performance’s 

creator Brian Clowdus) utilize Sunnyside as an uncanny site in the same ways they do Van 

Cortlandt and Philipsburg Manors for other major Halloween events: through lighting and sound 

control, guided pathways participants walk through in a prescribed order, costumed actor-

employees, and, of course, reminders that the setting is hallowed ground (recall the website 

description’s reference to “the very place where the author imagined them”—though Irving 

wrote the story while abroad, decades before he lived at Sunnyside).815 For my analysis in this 

chapter, of most direct interest is the seasonal Home of the ‘Legend’ themed tours of the house 

where Irving lived.816 During Home of the ‘Legend’ event days—weekends in late September, 

throughout October, and the first weekend of November—attendees are invited to, in the words 

                                                
814 “Sleepy Hollow Experience,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/events/sleepy-hollow-experience/ (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 
2019). Irving had published the “Legend” years before moving to Sunnyside, so this description 
is likely meant to indicate the larger Tarrytown area as “the very place where the author 
imagined them” to appeal to tourists from outside the immediate area rather than specifically 
suggesting Irving conceptualized the characters at Sunnyside. 
815 “Sleepy Hollow Experience,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/events/sleepy-hollow-experience/ (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 
2019). 
816 While much can be said about uncanny affect at the Sleepy Hollow Experience event, this is a 
developed stage performance and an art piece in its own right. It also is a traveling performance 
that has only been part of the Sleepy Hollow area tourism industry for one season as of writing. 
For this project, I am most interested in the variety of tourist experiences that utilize the uncanny 
affect laid out in Irving’s short story. The longer-standing Home of the ‘Legend’ event engages 
the uncanny in more varied and subtle ways than the Sleepy Hollow Experience, and in addition 
the former utilizes Sunnyside as a historic site while the latter utilizes the grounds as an event 
venue and set.  
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of the event description on the HHV website, “[e]xplore ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ in the 

author’s home.”817 The description continues: 

Take a spooky tour of Washington Irving’s cottage, learn about the history of 
hair-raising stories and 19th-century crazes—like the vampire scares and séances. 
A special exhibit highlights how the ‘Legend’ has lived in the imagination of 
popular culture through the centuries since its publication. Create Halloween-
themed art activities, explore the grounds on a literature-themed scavenger hunt, 
play historic games, pose for a photo op, and listen to some spooky tales.818 
 

Rather than telling Ichabod’s story through performance (although the event does include 

“Spooky Storytelling” sessions four times a day, described in an event pamphlet as 

“performances of tales to set the Halloween mood, including classic favorites and modern 

original material”), the Home of the ‘Legend’ event promotes the story’s mood and most 

memorable images over its exact narrative.  

Other HHV events directly reproduce Irving’s story: the Sleepy Hollow Experience 

notably adapts the short story into an immersive show; the recurring Irving’s Legend event 

showcases dramatic performances (primarily by Jonathan Kruk, who wrote Legends and Lore of 

Sleepy Hollow and the Hudson Valley) of the story with music accompaniment held at the Old 

Dutch Church; and Horseman’s Hollow is loosely themed around the story of “cursed Sleepy 

Hollow, an 18th century village driven mad by the Headless Horseman!”819 The Home of the 

‘Legend’ event, without as much reliance on the story’s exact narrative and less overlaying of 

Halloween themes, involves uncanny affect as much as any of the events that present more one-

for-one adaptations. Sunnyside is interpreted as uncanny in that the Irvings’ presence—

                                                
817 “Home of the ‘Legend,’” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/events/home-of-
the-legend/ (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 2019). 
818 “Home of the ‘Legend,’” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/events/home-of-
the-legend/ (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 2019). 
819 “Horseman’s Hollow, “Home of the ‘Legend,’” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/events/horsemans-hollow/ (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 2019). 
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especially Washington’s—is felt by both visitors and HHV employees. Embodied emplacement 

plays a significant role in this experience of presence: docents emphasize how little the home’s 

décor and layout have changed since the Irvings resided there, and in fact 80 percent of the 

artifacts in the house were owned by the Irving family, so tourists to Sunnyside today can 

experience at least the cottage mostly as it was.820 This sense of allochronism is further 

encouraged by having docents perform in period dress and is an important component of the 

familiar made strange—strangely out of time—at Sunnyside.  

Tourists move through the house in groups of roughly between four and eight people, 

ushered between rooms by docents stationed just inside each area on the other side of enclosed 

glass viewing areas.821 These spaces are very small, putting visitors shoulder to shoulder. The 

tour of the house also requires tourists to move in their groups up and down narrow staircases. 

The somewhat uncomfortable experience of moving through the house keeps tourists constantly 

aware of their bodies and the space they take up, prompting reflection on the larger sizes modern 

architecture tends toward and projections about bodily differences between today’s U.S. 

Americans and those of Irving’s time.  

Moreover, because visitors physically walk through various parts of the home, what the 

docents share about the structure’s former inhabitants is more intimately felt, since it is easier to 

imagine, for example, the divide between the servants’ quarters and family members’ bedrooms 

when on the staircase between those two areas of the house—or simply easier to imagine the past 

as the lived reality of people similar to those living now with the realization that human bodily 

                                                
820 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
821 This estimate of group size is based on my fieldwork during Home of ‘Legend’ event days in 
2017 and 2019. Online reviews posted to TripAdvisor and Google between 2015 and time of 
writing indicate group size varies between two or three people in the off-season and 11 during 
Home of the ‘Legend’ events (TripAdvisor, October 2018; TripAdvisor, July 2015). 
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experience has likely been consistent for a very long time. Touring a museumified home is a 

classically uncanny experience, and when that home housed a familiar figure or served as setting 

for familiar events, this sense is doubled. Literary tourism destinations, then, are prime sites for 

exploitation of uncanny affect. That ghostly presences are felt at Sunnyside, especially inside the 

house, is part of the site’s uncanniness. 

Through the example of Sunnyside, an important tourist site in the Sleepy Hollow area and 

one of the most directly connected to literary tourism around Irving’s “Legend,” I argue that 

even placemakers working with highly “authentic” tourist sites—that is, historic sites with 

touristic overlays and other sites managed by preservation organizations—benefit from attention 

to affect.822 Such sites still contend with tourism imaginaries because of their frequent context in 

areas with other tourist attractions and their general cultural context as visitable sites. Knowledge 

and management of relevant affects enable placemakers to better address tourism imaginaries 

particular to individual sites. At Sunnyside, placemakers manage uncanny affect to promote 

allochronism and a sense of the cottage as livable. 

For Sunnyside and other nearby historic sites, purposefully utilizing the Sleepy Hollow 

area’s connection to the uncanny can prime these sites to offer meaningful and memorable 

experiences to visitors. Specifically, intentional play with the uncanny could aid Sunnyside 

placemakers in responding to tourists who currently see disruptive elements like the train line on 

property and Halloween décor as detracting from their desired experience of allochronism. 

Likewise, promoting the uncanny through this sense of allochronism can help justify 

accessibility challenges at the historic site, one of several ongoing issues Sunnyside shares with 

other historic sites and which I address in Chapter 7. 

                                                
822 See an extended discussion of authenticity in Chapter 1. 
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In this chapter, I examine narrative and embodied elements of tourist experience at 

Sunnyside. I address the phenomenological question of what it is like to visit Sunnyside during a 

Home of the ‘Legend’ event day through a discussion of my autoethnographic experiences at the 

event and ethnographic data from interviews and ephemera. First, I examine the narrative 

experience: what a basic visit entails, what docents focus on during tours of the house, and 

representations of the “Legend” in themed décor, artwork, gift shop offerings, and elsewhere. 

Then, I move into discussion of the bodily experience of this visit, with particular focus on the 

tourism imaginary of allochronism, walking through the grounds and house, instances when 

docents direct visitors to pay attention to certain sensory elements, and felt presence at 

Sunnyside. 

6.2 Tourist Experience at Sunnyside: Narrative Elements 

6.2.1 Visitors, Purposes, Paths  

Sunnyside’s parking area rests atop Irving’s vegetable garden. Visitors proceed down a 

winding path and hand over their tickets at a booth outside where horse stables and a barn once 

housed Irving’s pig, Fanny.823 In the Halloween season, this area becomes a central hub of tourist 

activity: a wide tent shades employees trading wristbands for pre-purchased tickets—HHV 

events are quick to sell out in October—and visitors calming kids or enjoying snack bar food at 

tables decorated with gourds. The inside of the tent canopy is decorated with floating manuscript 

pages, and corn stalks encircle the posts. The courtyard area, outfitted with benches, sheltered 

under a canopy, and generally quiet, sets the tone for guests’ time at Sunnyside: hospitable, 

tranquil, and playfully themed for Halloween. After entering through the courtyard and receiving 

a brochure guide, tourists are welcome to wander the grounds at their own pace. They can 

                                                
823 See Burstein, Knickerbocker, 289. 
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organize their visit around or just stumble upon “Spooky Storytelling” performances and take or 

pass up “Ghostly Games” lawn activities and “Freaky Photos!” photo opportunities. In 2017, the 

event included a puppet show retelling the “Legend.” 

For the 2019 Home of the ‘Legend’ event days, staff had set up a “Gothic Literature 

Scavenger Hunt,” which featured original illustrations by David Hyde Costello of mice 

representing works of gothic literature. A booklet guide to the scavenger hunt clarifies the 

activity is “A Literary Quest for Readers of All Ages” and advises, “All drawings are visible 

from a main path or are located in/around buildings on the property. There is no right order to 

find them, so see what you can discover as you wander the landscape.” The booklet includes 

seven passages from classics of gothic literature that correspond with framed mice drawings and 

gives space for participants to fill in the title and author of the story, then check either “I’ve read 

this story!” or “Add this to my reading list!” and try a suggested activity like acting out or 

drawing something sparked by the passage and image. Like the Lit Fest scavenger hunt, the 

Gothic Literature Scavenger Hunt gives structure to kids’ visits, serves as an educational 

component, and contributes to theming.  

Scavenger hunts at tourist sites are especially useful activities for engaging children and 

families, as they serve as a point of focus for distracted kids but simultaneously enrich anyone’s 

visit with a themed background element. Walt Disney World has long utilized scavenger hunt 

activities in this way, from the “KidCOT Fun Stops” in Epcot, which are craft activities scattered 

around the various country pavilions that take enough time to occupy the kids and one guardian 

while the other waits in line for food and alcohol, to the more immersive scavenger hunts that 

equip participants with remote controls that set off effects in the parks, themed (and easily re-

themed) around popular Disney properties like Kim Possible or Phineas and Ferb. Scavenger 
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hunt activities are ideally suited for historic sites, as they allow visitors, especially students on 

field trips, to learn short facts made memorable by their embodied presence and participation 

interacting with something “scavenged”—personally discovered—that represents what they are 

learning. 

Visitors can thus choose to roam the grounds looking for scavenger hunt items, attending 

scheduled storytelling performances, or along the most natural path of progression toward the 

cottage. The latter method would take arrivals through the courtyard, which features crafting 

activities for kids in a building to the left and the gift shop on the right, past the performance 

area, around under the Sleepy Hollow Experience archway left up through the season as a photo 

spot, and to the queueing area for cottage tours. While the cottage tour was the main event for 

me, and the part of the event I focus on here, it is worth noting that the tour may not be the 

biggest draw, most memorable part of the visit, or even part of a family’s trip to Sunnyside. 

Sunnyside employees shared with me visitors attending the Home of the ‘Legend’ event tend to 

be “looking for a Halloween experience because a lot of them don’t even know who Washington 

Irving is, or what [the story] is about; they don’t know anything. So, there are the ones who buy 

the tickets and know what it’s about, but a good number also come and they don’t know what the 

tour is, if there’s a tour, what it’s about, they think they can just walk around.”824 The Home of 

the ‘Legend’ event offers plenty to do, has food, bathrooms, and picnic areas, and takes place 

from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. when most events in Sleepy Hollow country are held after sunset (Sleepy 

Hollow Cemetery lantern tours, Sleepy Hollow Experience, Horseman’s Hollow, and the Blaze 

all require darkness). A visit to Sunnyside adds different benefits to visitor experiences for 

                                                
824 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
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families with children, the older couples traditionally imagined as the main literary tourist 

demographic, and younger couples and groups filling out a Halloween-themed weekend.825  

As tourists approach Irving’s cottage, they are ushered toward a queuing area where an 

employee takes the temperature of the crowd, asking about familiarity with the author and the 

“Legend” before forming small groups to direct to another docent outside the entrance to the 

cottage.826 This docent answers initial questions and gives short background on Sunnyside, often 

focusing on exterior details like the vines on the cottage, the nearby train tracks, or the building’s 

design. After the group in the first room has moved forward, this employee out front turns the 

group over to the docent in Irving’s study, the first room of the tour.  

Docents stationed in each of the house’s rooms present a short speech about the room’s 

contents and purpose with some cultural context. For Home of the ‘Legend’ tours specifically, 

the guide booklet notes visitors taking the tour will “[l]earn about Irving’s connection to other 

spooky writers, true tales of vampires and séances, and historic mourning practices.” Visitors 

emerge from the tour at the back of the cottage, from which point they can walk around the 

house, admiring the English ivy, wisteria, and trumpet vines against the cottage’s blended 

architecture. They can then continue moving through the grounds to scattered activities, photo 

opportunities, and performances, likely ending their visit in the courtyard gift shop. Tourists can 

leave with Headless Horseman shirts and shot glasses, collections of Irving’s work, the Brian Jay 

Jones biography, or Halloween-themed gifts and novelty items. Often, they also leave with an 

interest in the story around which so much is built: during a 2017 visit, I saw two older women 

                                                
825 See Ocker, Witch, 86, on Salem placemakers’ navigation of demands from “‘cultural heritage 
tourists’” who “‘stay longer and spend more’” and trendier crowds interested in witch theming. 
826 This pre-COVID sentence reads differently now: to clarify, by “takes the temperature of the 
crowd,” I mean an employee asks questions that gauge interest and familiarity with Irving and 
his works, not that the employee performs temperature checks. 
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purchase a book of Irving’s short stories that included the “Legend” and overheard one say to the 

other, “After I read the book you can borrow it.”  

6.2.2 Docents’ Focal Points 

Docents work from a script that combines details about the room where they are stationed 

with biographical details about Irving’s life and time. The first room, the study, features the 

Washington Allston painting of the events of the “Legend” and many of the books Irving himself 

owned. The docent notes Irving’s love for Oliver Goldsmith’s The World Displayed, establishing 

the author as a travel writer, and also points out that his writing desk, the centerpiece of the 

room, is a partner desk with an extender used by guests and visiting writers who could scribe 

letters beside Irving with “Sunnyside” in the dateline. The tour thus quickly establishes the house 

as a hospitable destination even during Irving’s residence. The family’s having hosted important 

guests adds charming asides; for example, docents frequently speculate that because Charles 

Dickens visited Sunnyside before writing A Christmas Carol, he may have named Scrooge after 

Ebenezer Irving, Washington’s brother who lived with him and cared for Sunnyside when the 

author was abroad as minister to Spain.827 The study setting allows the docent to fluidly 

reference some of Irving’s most popular works, establish the author’s interest in place and travel, 

and introduce the house and family as long-welcoming. The cottage is made homely. During 

Home of the ‘Legend’ season, small decorations like spider webs and mouse cutouts are hidden 

throughout the cottage, along with, according to the guide brochure, “[s]pecial artworks [that] 

highlight scenes from the Legend.” Allston’s famous painting in the study is the first of these, 

and John Lewis Kimmel’s 1813 painting titled “Quilting Frolic” depicts an event similar to the 

Van Tassel feast in the next room. 

                                                
827 I heard this multiple times during tours in 2017 and 2019. 



 275 

The dining room features this painting as a piece of cultural context and connection to the 

“Legend.” During a 2017 visit, the docent in this room described the spread of fake ham and pies 

on the table as a representation of the story. The tour guide explained the choice to display the 

Van Tassel meal rather than a meal Irving may have typically eaten with his family and guests is 

a deliberate one, as Irving put thought into the extensively described meal as a distinctly 

American one.828 Irving, who lived within the first hundred years of U.S. independence, wanted 

to show his young country as having a defined culture among the many places he had traveled. 

To include a meal like this was to situate the story in the U.S., vouch for its uniqueness, and 

demonstrate American pride. A docent who led several stations on a 2019 tour explained Irving 

used food as “a symbol of America’s wealth and bounty.” This docent’s focus in the dining room 

turned to Irving’s use of food-related words to describe Katrina, a deeper cut from the story than 

the 2017 tour’s aligning of the food display with the food on offer at the feast.  

That the room features fake foods at all is an interesting front-back scenario, to return to 

Dean MacCannell’s thinking on authenticity discussed in Chapter 1. The display reminds visitors 

the cottage is a lived-in home, but the food has no scent and is out of guests’ reach. Fake food 

covers the table upon which real food was served for many years. In a postcard photograph of the 

room sold in Sunnyside’s gift shop, the dining room table is depicted set with flatware and a 

decorative bowl of fake fruit, and the short description reads: “Sunnyside – Dining Room set for 

desserts.” The home-turned-museum is uncannily preserved. Its “living spaces” no longer need 

to support the bodily needs of residents, but they remain living spaces with traces of those 

residents. The feast display in the dining room references both the story and the Irving family but 

                                                
828 Irving likely would not have been eating ham anyway, as he stopped consuming pork around 
1817, and soon after moving to Sunnyside invited a pig he named Fanny to live in his barn as a 
companion animal (Jones, Irving, 10; Burstein, Knickerbocker, 289). 
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firmly situates both in the house’s past by clearly demarcating tourist space apart from the 

would-be smell-able and taste-able food that brought both life. Some residents may interpret the 

display as uncanny as an abandoned homely scene: a table set but left in a hurry, an uncanny 

image that abounds in dystopian media especially. Others may read the table setting as a more 

traditional museum scene offering a snapshot of the nineteenth-century life it represents.  

In the parlor, the third room of the tour, a docent shares information about sociality and 

courting in Irving’s time, seguing into the story of Irving’s ill-fated fiancée, Matilda Hoffman, 

who is depicted in a small displayed painting that was among the few cherished belongings 

Irving initially moved to Sunnyside.829 During a 2019 Home of the ‘Legend’ tour, the docent 

also told the story of a séance held in the room while the author was out—though Irving himself 

tried to contact the dead, especially his friend John Nadler Hall, several times—as part of the 

tour’s Halloween theming.830 The trick behind the séance, the docent explained, was that one of 

the sitters would position a spoon under a table leg, which that sitter would move “every time we 

feel the presence.” The docent indicated Irving was upset when he found out this “séance” had 

been held in his cottage, perhaps implying the author’s reaction was to the event being held at 

all, though most likely Irving was troubled that it was not undertaken seriously. The tour script 

and guides balance out mention of the spooky with assurances nothing in the house was really 

supernatural. They also do this in Irving’s bedroom, where the author died; during a 2017 visit, 

the docent stationed outside the cottage answering visitor questions commented, “You’ll get to 

hear all the details of his death when you’re up in the bedroom—don’t worry, it’s not too 

spooky.”  

                                                
829 Jones, Irving, 401. 
830 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 212. 
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Next, the tour group ascends a narrow staircase—lightly decorated with mouse décor, an 

aesthetic theme for the 2019 Home of the ‘Legend’ season corresponding with the scavenger 

hunt illustrations—to the first bedroom where Irving stayed, which became a guest bedroom 

after the railroad was built on its side of the house and Irving moved across the hall. The focus of 

the docent’s script in this room was Irving’s travels and his influence over the house’s design. 

The docent shared the room, with its slanted ceiling painted with stripes, was designed to remind 

Irving of Paris and the circus. Irving was very particular about Sunnyside’s architecture, to the 

point of micromanaging George Harvey, the neighbor Irving hired to manage construction, and 

specifically “ordered one bedroom ‘finished in a different way from the others’” amongst 

numerous other details that struck him during his travels in Europe.831 Irving’s level of 

involvement in the cottage’s physicality adds to the sense of his continued presence, making an 

experience of Sunnyside that of a visit to a historic site as well as a visit with the author. 

The group next turns to Irving’s second bedroom, the room where he died. Here, the 

docent’s focus is mostly on the circumstances of Irving’s death, which is always contextualized 

as enviable and in fact was for his time, especially as it came at age 76. Irving’s nephew Pierre 

lived at Sunnyside at the end of Washington’s life, taking notes for his laudatory biography, so 

the circumstances of Irving’s death are well-recorded and known. Washington spent the evening 

admiring the sunset over the Hudson with Pierre before going inside for dinner, bidding his 

family goodnight, and retiring to bed, where he passed, most likely of a heart attack.832 That 

Irving died in the house seems to solidify his continued presence in it. This room’s docent during 

a 2019 tour described Irving’s comments to Pierre on the sunset, continuing: “They come up the 

                                                
831 Jones, Irving, 322. 
832 Jones, 406. 
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stairwell that you came up here—into this room here—and—” the docent claps—the author died. 

Perhaps gone from the world, tour emphases on Irving’s role in Sunnyside’s construction and the 

continued impact of his “Legend” indicate Irving is hardly gone from the home he built. 

Visitors continue down the hallway past Irving’s nieces’ room, where they lived into their 

eighties. Then, heeding warnings from the docent about the narrow staircase, the group passes 

the servants’ quarters on their way to the final segment of the tour, the kitchen and laundry room 

area. After a brief introduction of the home’s appliances, the docent directs tourists’ attention to 

a display case of various versions of the story, announcing, “Since we’re here to talk about ‘The 

Legend of Sleepy Hollow’…”833 The Home of the ‘Legend’ guide booklet advertises the tour as 

including representations of the “Legend”: “Special artworks highlight scenes from the Legend, 

and the tour ends with a celebration of the ‘Legend’ in popular culture.” This final scene of the 

tour, features displays of “every version we know about” according to a tour guide in 2017, 

including the U.S. Army’s 1996 comic book version “The Legend of Sloppy Hollow,” which 

implores soldiers to take good care of their equipment to avoid the Headless Horseman. A 

display in the laundry room includes a photo of Sleepy Hollow Refreshments in Walt Disney 

World’s Magic Kingdom, a walk-up café specializing in waffle sandwiches modeled after 

Irving’s cottage and featuring a Headless Horseman silhouette on its sign and menus—and a 

testament to the tourism potential of Irving’s work and aesthetic.  

6.2.3 Representations of the “Legend”  

Major points of focus in the narrative of the cottage tour, then, involve how deeply 

connected Irving was to the home, biographical hits like Matilda’s death, and the “Legend” as a 

distinctly American tale with continued cultural influence. The final scene of the tour is the most 

                                                
833 2019 tour. 
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devoted to showing the story’s impact, bookending the second scene in the dining room. The 

“Legend” is also represented in paintings arranged around the cottage, including some given to 

Irving as gifts in his lifetime.834 The story is, of course, the basis for the Halloween theming of 

the Home of the ‘Legend’ event, like most autumnal events across Sleepy Hollow country, 

though Irving’s “Legend” does not feature the mice or spiders that serve as motifs in the 

cottage’s event décor. However, the most direct representations of the “Legend” appear as photo 

opportunities and in the gift shop, not the tour of Irving’s cottage. A blogger shares in a post 

about a 2013 visit to Sunnyside, “the picturesque setting of his home […] is so far removed from 

his most famous work of fiction, you have to wonder how he came up with such a bone-chilling 

story in the first place.”835 In other words, Sunnyside, as the place Irving lovingly designed as his 

ideal retirement home, does not at first look meet the tourism imaginaries established by the 

cultural symbol his “Legend” has become. Sunnyside compensates with highly themed activities 

and photo opportunities, as well as plenty of Halloween-themed souvenirs. Like other Sleepy 

Hollow area tourism, both photo backdrops and gift shop offerings rely on the image of the 

Headless Horseman. 

The grounds feature three main areas for photo opportunities: the Sleepy Hollow 

Experience event entryway, the “Freaky Photos!” photo booth area with costumes and props, and 

a series of painted standees. The first is a practical feature: the archway, constructed from 

                                                
834 2017 tour. 
835 Amelie88, “On the Literary Trail of New York: Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Lost in 
Traducción (blog) (22 Sept. 2013), https://ameliesayshola.wordpress.com/2013/09/22/on-the-
literary-trail-of-new-york-washington-irvings-sunnyside/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). “Picturesque” is a word frequently used to describe Sunnyside and the places that inspired 
its design (See Burstein, Knickerbocker, 11; HHV materials, including the 2019 Fall/Winter 
Visitor’s Guide, 10). The picturesque is an aesthetic category that, when disrupted, bends into the 
uncanny. 
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branches and featuring a sign with yellow lettering that reads “The Sleepy Hollow Experience,” 

is the entrance for the nighttime event, but makes a good backdrop for a daytime photo as well. 

The title of the event doubles as a description of any visit to the area, and I saw several people 

pose for photos in front of it during a 2019 visit (the first year of the Experience event). The 

natural construction—from both processed wood and fallen branches—recalls the “Legend” 

chase scene’s setting in the woods. The arch style of the piece references the covered bridge 

many reproductions of the story use to represent the Horseman’s bridge, and the pumpkin placed 

to one side of the structure likewise evokes the pumpkin the “Horseman” throws. The archway, 

which leads to the queuing area for cottage tours, also serves as an advertisement for the Sleepy 

Hollow Experience, helpfully appearing right before interaction with Sunnyside employees 

outside the cottage so tourists can ask about the later event while the archway is still on their 

minds. 

The guide brochure for the Home of the ‘Legend’ event describes the photo booth area 

near the courtyard as a chance to “Immortalize your visit to Sunnyside in Halloween style!” The 

activity space includes costumes and props “inspired by Victorian mourning traditions.” The 

brochure clarifies that “[v]isitors of all ages are invited to dress in style!” This is a popular style 

of activity for smaller attractions and especially for historic sites; Bennington Museum in 

Bennington, VT, also includes a section resembling a schoolroom where visitors can try on 

period costumes and pose with props. The need for constant sanitization and replacement of 

inevitably stolen items make such an activity difficult and costly to maintain at large attractions 

but is a staple of historic site tourism that appeals to families and school groups. To my 

knowledge, Sunnyside is the only site popular for Halloween season tourism that offers this 

activity, likely because the site is well-stocked with these props due to its very developed school 
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programming. While the outfits and props have little to do with the “Legend” specifically, dress-

up areas are an undeniably fun attraction for kids, especially since many come to Sunnyside 

already in costume for Halloween and interact with docents in period dress. However, with 

growing concerns culturally in the U.S. about cleanliness in public places, I envision such 

activities becoming rarer and rarer as hands-on activities that involve items that cannot be easily 

sanitized are phased out when attractions garner larger crowds.836  

The clearest representation of Irving’s famous works is a series of three face-in-the-hole 

standees on the hill between the cottage and performance space. These depict the Headless 

Horseman, Ichabod, and Rip Van Winkle. The Horseman, atop a brown horse and in relief 

against a round, cratered moon, holds a pumpkin where tourists can put their face. Ichabod, in 

colorful clothing and atop a running brown horse, is depicted during the chase, as he usually is in 

tourist renditions. He wears a hat to give visitors space to pose as the schoolmaster fleeing the 

Horseman. Rip Van Winkle similarly reclines against a rock in the shade, inviting visitors to try 

on his 20-year beard. Rip appears in an almost identical position in a statue, commissioned by 

the Irvington Chamber of Commerce in 2001, placed near the aqueduct path that leads to 

Sunnyside from the Irvington train station. In 2017, gravestone decorations with humorous 

inscriptions were placed near the three standees, but they were not there in 2019, likely because 

of the space required for the nighttime Sleepy Hollow Experience.837 While a quiet and unstaffed 

                                                
836 I worked at one such hands-on attraction at Hershey’s Chocolate World years ago that has 
rightfully been retired. I envision most of the tourism industry following Disney’s lead with the 
2012 New Fantasyland update that removed most of the hands-on areas in Toontown, like 
characters’ houses and water features, and introduced a more easily cleanable activity area in the 
queue for the Dumbo ride. This trend has been accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
837 The inscriptions from the 2017 tombstone décor: “Cold is my bed but oh, I love it for colder 
are my friends above it;” “Here lies the body of Thomas Kemp who Lived by wool and Died by 
hemp;” “I was Somebody who, is none of your business;” “Here Lies an Atheist all dressed up 
and no place to go.” 
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feature of the Home of the ‘Legend’ event, the standee photo backdrops appeal to tourists’ desire 

to see the “Legend” represented and literally to put themselves into it by being in and 

photographing themselves in its setting. 

Likewise, the gift shop selection meets tourists’ desires with a range of items branded 

with the Headless Horseman figure or silhouette, as well as typical historic site offerings like 

classic toys, books, and postcards and prints. There are candles that smell like Sunnyside and 

plates depicting the cottage, Halloween-themed children’s books and light-up pumpkin 

wearables. The tangible items depicting Sunnyside’s exterior follow the model set by large sites 

like Casa Loma in Toronto, ON—which also sells candles scented like the mansion—and appeal 

to the usual historic site crowd of heritage and cultural tourists, including literary tourists. 

General Halloween-themed merchandise, which HHV also sells at the Blaze event, meets the 

souvenir needs of children and adult visitors unfamiliar with or uninterested in Irving. 

The ample Headless Horseman merchandise and availability of collections of Irving’s 

stories address the major branding feature of the site during the Halloween season and appeal to 

tourists rounding out their trip to Sleepy Hollow country with a visit to Sunnyside as a daytime 

activity. Sunnyside placemakers have carefully ensured the literary touchstones of Irving’s best-

known works “Legend” and “Rip Van Winkle” have a presence on the grounds so tourists can 

take their desired photos and bring home the souvenirs they imagined. They have skillfully 

balanced representations of these stories with historical and biographical background on Irving to 

make a Halloween season visit to Sunnyside a thematically appropriate part of a larger visit 

without losing its educational mission as a historic site. Again, much of HHV’s success 

managing these competing draws to Sunnyside around Halloween seems to draw from the well-

oiled gears of their year-round school programming. 



 283 

6.3 Tourist Experience at Sunnyside: Embodied Elements 

6.3.1 Allochronism 

Both Sunnyside’s school field trip programming and tourist events rely on emplacement 

to connect visitors to the past represented at the historic site. As Maja Mikula writes in her 

discussion of historical reenactment practices, “[B]odily responses are facilitated by material 

props and the natural landscapes in which the practice [of reenactment] is performed. Physical 

emplacement and materiality play an important role.”838 As I also address through Chapter 5’s 

discussion of the Lit Fest, when bodies are brought to dwell in storied places in travel, those 

places’ histories are powerfully felt by tourists. Emplacement thus lends a degree of authenticity 

to tourist experiences. At historic sites, especially those that play with visitors’ emplacement and 

theming to go beyond education and preservation to create a sense of being in the past, tourists’ 

bodily presence is especially significant. Sunnyside draws from the imaginary of allochronism, 

and this sense of physically having traveled to the past contributes to the site’s uncanny affect. 

Allochronism as a tourism imaginary is the conflation of distance and time so that to 

travel somewhere can be to travel to another time. Salazar and Graburn write, “Tourism 

destinations are often reconstructed or even erected as ‘museums of themselves,’ bearing and 

conforming to a tourist imaginary and a dialectical process that has often been labeled 

postmodern, but, as any student of architecture can tell you, has been common since the early 

Roman and Chinese eras.”839 This is especially true of historic sites. HHV has varied its level of 

fidelity to the past over the course of the organization’s existence—and now in its variety of 

event offerings. Earlier in HHV’s existence, its destinations were more aligned with Colonial 

                                                
838 Maja Mikula, “Historical Re-enactment: Narrativity, Affect and the Sublime,” Rethinking 
History 19, no. 4 (2015): 594. 
839 Salazar and Graburn, Imaginaries, 14. 
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Williamsburg in Williamsburg, VA, and resembled reenactment villages. Some remnants of this 

persist: docents still wear period dress, school groups still participate in butter churning and 

writing with quill pens, and the cottage is still made to look more residential than museum-like 

once inside.840  

Sunnyside holds the resources to promote a slice-of-life look at the past due to its large 

collection of items originally owned by the Irving family, Rockefeller having acquired the home 

from the Irving family directly.841 Staff members are able to emphasize the authenticity of the 

collection and often do, using language like “this very chair” or “this very room” that recalls 

Keith H. Basso’s work with the Apache, who situate moral stories in places: 

For the place-maker’s main objective is to speak the past into being, to summon it 
with words and give it dramatic form, to produce experience by forging ancestral 
worlds in which others can participate and readily lose themselves. [….] [T]he 
place-maker often speaks as a witness on the scene, describing ancestral events 
‘as they are occurring’ and creating in the process a vivid sense that what 
happened long ago—right here, on this very spot—could be happening now. 842  

While of course Basso’s description here is a high-water mark for placemakers and intimately 

connected to Apache traditions, the goal of “speak[ing] the past into being” and providing 

participatory experiences is central to the work of historic site staff.  

Ferraris argues in her piece for the Tourism Imaginaries anthology that Italian tourist 

accounts and tourism brochures advertise Cambodia “as a past suspended by the present, 

following Johannes Fabian’s notion of ‘allochronism’ (i.e., the location of a spatially distant 

Other in a time of the past), which entangles a denial of coevalness (i.e., the destination lives in a 

                                                
840 “School Programs - Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/school-programs/sunnyside-school-programs/ (Date Last Accessed, 
February 1, 2021). 
841 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
842 Basso, Wisdom, 32. See other usages of “this very place” language: Basso, 79-80, 90-91, 93, 
95, 97, 100. 
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time different from the one of the tourist).”843 In Sleepy Hollow country, the “spatially distant 

Other” of the Upstate New York landscape, particularly the Hudson River, is constituted as 

magical, enchanted, and invulnerable to the passage of time. This becomes problematic when the 

region’s people are conflated in this understanding, as well as when the contemporary residents’ 

perspectives, desires, and needs are ignored or superseded by the tourism industry. Judith 

Richardson’s chapter on High Tor Mountain and cultural preservation issues, which I discussed 

in Chapter 4, offers a case study of how preservation can be detrimental to the health of the 

community whose land is being “preserved.”844 The U.S. government’s history of building 

national and state parks—and much else—on Indigenous territories is a wide-scale case of these 

same issues. Treatment of Indigenous peoples in the U.S. certainly represents “a denial of 

coevalness,” to use Ferraris’s phrase. In tourism to Cambodia, Ferraris concludes: 

[T]here is the majesty of the past, while, on the other hand, the present time 
emerges. While history is unquestionably central to the understanding of the 
current sociocultural situation, the period of colonial rule and the geopolitical 
conflicts of the Cold War have been silently removed. What seems to prevail is a 
tendency to ‘reflect’ on ‘their’ backwardness—their being in a time that is not 
ours.845 

Allochronism holds inherent conflicts, then, and risks for the people represented as outside 

time—too often, being outside time equates to being outside present concern. 

HHV promotes allochronism as a tourism imaginary in several ways, though they also 

work against the erasure of mistakes of the past, as exemplified especially in their educational 

efforts around Northern slavery. A page on HHV’s website titled “Slavery in the Colonial North” 

asserts the organization “has been committed to telling the story of slavery in the colonial North 

for more than two decades” and utilizes its research resources and public influence “to illuminate 

                                                
843 Ferraris, “Temporal,” 172. 
844 Richardson, Possessions.  
845 Ferraris, “Temporal,” 189. 
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the lives of the enslaved Africans who lived and worked in the Northern states; to grapple with 

the inhumanity of their plight; and to make their skilled contributions to the American economy 

and national culture abundantly evident to our visitors.”846 At Sunnyside, encouraging 

allochronism is less problematic than it is in Cambodian tourism or even at other HHV sites: the 

Irvings did not own slaves (though they did have live-in servants), and the site’s history is mostly 

peaceful, in contrast to the histories of Van Cortlandt and Philipsburg Manors.847 My discussion 

of allochronism at Sunnyside here is not an indictment, but I would be remiss to leave out the 

immense risks of this tourism imaginary from my discussion, especially as such consequences 

are relevant elsewhere in Sleepy Hollow country.  

Sunnyside placemakers promote a sense of allochronism—that tourists have traveled to 

Irving’s time—primarily through emphasis on the authenticity of the collection as owned by the 

Irvings and containing many of the author’s personal belongings, the distance between tourist 

activity areas and the cottage, docents’ period costumes, and the lack of signage inside the 

cottage. The relationship between allochronism and the uncanny is clear: the uncanny disrupts 

the everyday by turning the familiar eerily strange. At Sunnyside, tourists arrive via some of the 

best maintained and newest roads in the state, often coming from the City across the new 

Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge, park their cars, have their tickets scanned, then take a paper 

brochure with a map of the site and leave most technology behind (especially as photography is 

not allowed inside the cottage). The separation between touristy activity areas—the photo booth 

tent, the crafting and performance areas, the gift shop, the food stand—and the cottage where the 

more serious historic site tour takes place is visible in the landscape: a hill, topped with the 

                                                
846 “Slavery in the Colonial North,” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/themes-
and-projects/slavery-in-the-colonial-north/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
847 Sunnyside employees, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
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character standees, blocks the view of activity areas from the cottage. The cottage comes into 

tourists’ sightlines as they follow a path around the hill and pass under the Sleepy Hollow 

Experience archway. 

Once they approach the cottage, tourists begin interacting with costumed docents and are 

guided through the house still set up as a living space. Visitors move in small groups between 

sections of each room separated as viewing areas by a large clear glass or plastic barrier. Docents 

are stationed inside the room and present a script explaining the room’s contents, as discussed in 

detail in the previous section, and are the only source of this information as no signage is present 

in the house. This set-up keeps modern tourists cordoned off from the setting of the past: the 

docent in period dress matches the time the room represents; everything of the present is out of 

tourists’ view, and the past is on display as a living space rather than a museum.  

The use of realistic-looking fake food in the dining room scene contributes to this sense 

of the home as lived-in or livable, as does the arrangement of artifacts for the most part naturally 

around the room rather than in display cases. For example, the study is kept uncluttered as 

though ready to use during tours (though the Home of the ‘Legend’ tour’s addition of paintings 

around the house reduces this sense). It is almost jarring to see the study as represented on a 

postcard for sale in Sunnyside’s gift shop with Irving’s writing desk covered unintuitively with 

artifacts: daggers, candlesticks, a folded newspaper facing away from the chair, and a tea setup 

on the opposite side of the desk from the chair.848 The Sunnyside cottage is thus presented as a 

place suspended in time, a place where one can still live in Irving’s day. A TripAdvisor review 

quoted on HHV’s website reads, “Down a winding lane from Broadway traffic, Washington 

                                                
848 It is a partner desk, so I may be nitpicking the odd placement of the tea setting, but the 
postcard image and short description do not indicate this, so the image seems off to me. 
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Irving’s home on the eastern bank of the Hudson still feels like the writer’s retreat it was meant 

to be. Little has changed from the 1800s…”849 

A significant disrupting force against Sunnyside’s allochronism is the proximity of the 

busy MetroNorth railroad. Trains pass every few minutes between Sunnyside’s grounds and their 

bank on the Hudson River, and docents are quick to mention the train if tourists do not ask on 

their own. Many online reviews and blog posts about Sunnyside mention the train with some 

statement about how Irving would be distraught about this modernization of his home: a 

TripAdvisor review from October 2017 describes Sunnyside as “very serene (minus the train),” 

and another from August 2016 reads: “The site on banks above the Hudson River must once 

have been idyllic in Irving’s time but the Amtrak trains running back and forth are off-putting! 

Sad.” In fact, the train moved in to Sunnyside during Irving’s lifetime—and he was distraught. 

He moved from the bedroom he had carefully planned, with the sloped, striped ceiling, to the 

room across the hall, losing his view of the river but moving to the side of the house further from 

the noisy trains. The train line of the Hudson River Railroad, one of the first instances of eminent 

domain in the U.S., meant Irving lost not only his waterfront access, dock, and easy boat trips to 

Manhattan, but the quiet he deemed the area’s key trait and had longed for during his many years 

of travel. (However, Irving did receive $3,500 and win the right for himself and his family 

members to flag down any train and board for easy transportation to the City.850) In Irving’s 

time, a docent explained, the train would pass loudly about five times a day.851 Now, one 

                                                
849 “Washington Irving’s Sunnyside: What Our Visitors Say,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/article/washington-irvings-sunnyside-what-our-visitors-say/ (Date Last 
Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
850 See Burstein, Knickerbocker, 312-313; Jones, Irving, 385. This is also a typical focus point of 
Sunnyside cottage tours. 
851 2017 tour. 
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whizzes by every few minutes, silver and blue against the still-green hills and autumn trees of 

Sunnyside. Irving’s aural fantasy of “one of the quietest places in the whole world” becomes the 

tourists’ as well.852  

The train’s conspicuous presence at Sunnyside is significant as a sensory element but also 

interesting as disruptive of the site’s allochronism. Tourists today, especially those coming from 

nearby New York City, seem to feel the train is a symbol of industrial destruction of the serenity 

of nature. Because it is so difficult to grasp the nature of time and especially of the past before 

we existed, the train seems offensively modern. The 2013 blog post mentioned earlier includes 

the observation: “View of the Hudson River from Irving’s living room marred by power lines 

and the Hudson Line of Metronorth. Luckily Irving is no longer alive because I have a feeling he 

would not appreciate the noisy train going by at all hours of the day!”853 The juxtaposition of the 

sprawling, quiet grounds, their lush green landscape against the river, and the quaint cottage—

everything that makes Sunnyside, as it is frequently described, picturesque—with the fast, loud, 

metal trains makes the latter like one of the “incessant changes” Irving’s narrator frowns at in the 

“Legend.”854 The train’s presence is felt by several tourists who have left online reviews to be an 

attack on the site’s authenticity as representing the past but in fact is continuous with the past.855 

Here, the difference between authenticity and felt authenticity is clear: the train does not fit the 

                                                
852 Irving, Sketch Book, 293. 
853 Amelie88, “Sunnyside.” Likewise, a May 2019 TripAdvisor review advises: “Walk downhill 
towards the Hudson River...great views but unlike when Irving settled here initially you need to 
contend with the noisy railroad running along the eastern edge of the Hudson River” (This 
review does qualify “initially”). 
854 Irving, Sketch Book, 295. 
855 Some online reviews include positive comments about the train: “seeing the train pass 
through is fun” (Google, Nov. 2019); “Great views of trains” (Google, Oct. 2019); “The view 
was beautiful and my son got a kick out of the train running through the front yard” 
(TripAdvisor, June 2019). However, the majority of comments I found on TripAdvisor and 
Google that mentioned the train were neutral or negative toward its presence and noise. 
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imaginaries today’s tourists have built around the past Sunnyside represents, so even when 

docents mention the train line in Irving’s time multiple times during cottage tours, the train feels 

out of place, inauthentic, and disruptive to tourists’ desired imaginaries and affects. 

6.3.2 Bodily Restrictions and Walking Storied Grounds 

My trips to Sleepy Hollow country frequently involve trains: the Amtrak line between 

Albany and Croton-Harmon and the MetroNorth between Croton-Harmon and Grand Central, 

which stops in Tarrytown and Irvington. As I address throughout this project, a visit to Sleepy 

Hollow country will require quite a bit of walking; this is even more true when arriving in the 

area by train, as many do from the City. Having established the sense of allochronism that 

saturates bodily experience at Sunnyside, I turn now to instances of bodily movement and 

restriction that direct tourists’ attention to their embodiment. This, I argue, primes tourists to 

experience presences at Sunnyside and read Sunnyside as uncanny.  

I have both driven a personal vehicle to Sunnyside and taken the train as described above 

and arrived on foot. Sunnyside is purposefully situated away from crowded areas and busy 

streets in a wooded area, so some sense of its being a special and protected space comes through 

even to visitors who drive there. However, the roughly one-mile walk between the Irvington train 

station and Sunnyside along the aqueduct, for tourists who are able, adds to the experience. From 

the station, I walk uphill, past a statue of Rip Van Winkle and, in the Halloween season, flyers 

for any number of Irving- and “Legend”-themed events, turning left onto a path through Old 

Croton Trailway State Park. I follow this trail past large Westchester homes on either side, 

eventually arriving at Sunnyside by walking down the side of the narrow road I use to drive 

there. This straightforward walk—without many turns and with fairly clear directional signage, I 

do not need to rely on my cell phone to navigate—allows for a reprieve from the hustle of train 
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travel, a few comfortable moments of fresh air on a shady path that put me in the observational 

mindset with which I like to approach historic sites.  

Sleepy Hollow area placemakers and local governments are working to improve the 

safety and connectivity of the area’s trail system, further prioritizing walking in tourism 

experiences. Involving the physically emplaced activity of walking is, I believe, a positive effort 

that will increase tourists’ mindfulness of their experiences in Sleepy Hollow country and, for 

sites like Sunnyside, encourage visitors to listen and observe since they will already be in this 

mode from their walk on the trail. However, it is essential for tourism planners and placemakers 

to consider that walking a mile on a trail is not feasible for many tourists, and alternative means 

of transport for older travelers, families with young children, and those with mobility and other 

challenges must be provided so the full range of potential visitors have access to the area’s sites. 

The Lit Fest organizers set a positive example at the start of the bicentennial celebration by 

providing shuttle services between geographically distant event areas while simultaneously 

encouraging people to walk by marking paths on the event map and with signage. 

Because visitors are free to wander the grounds at Sunnyside, activity and picnic areas 

are spread across the property, and the cottage tour requires groups to walk through and around 

the house, walking is a central mode of embodiment at Sunnyside.856 Walking, as I argue in 

Chapter 5, contributes to tourists’ emplacement and involvement in the affects of the spaces 

                                                
856 HHV’s website FAQ about Sunnyside explains accessibility options and constraints: the site 
has handicap-accessible parking and bathrooms and a ramp between the parking and courtyard 
areas, but a “wide pebble path” between the courtyard and cottage, “approximately 570 feet on a 
graded decline.” The cottage’s first floor is wheelchair accessible, but “There is a narrow, steep 
flight of stairs (12-15 steps) to the second floor of the house and another steep and winding flight 
of stairs from the second floor to the kitchen.” “Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Historic 
Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/historic-sites/washington-irvings-sunnyside/#faq (Date 
Last Accessed, December 1, 2019).  
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where they walk as a near-universal human action taken across time. The ability to walk around 

the grounds, between activities and areas in any order and at one’s own pace, also increases 

tourists’ sense of ownership over their experience at Sunnyside (as with the Lit Fest event) since 

they build connections that are personally meaningful and thus more memorable. A visit to 

Sunnyside is much enriched by a detour across one of the stone bridges over Irving’s pond, “The 

Little Mediterranean” (these bridges make for a good-enough Horseman bridge photo backdrop, 

too), or to a secluded picnic area, often empty of other tourists. 

The Gothic Literature Scavenger Hunt booklet, it is worth noting here, urges visitors to 

explore the grounds by placing the framed drawings around the site to be found, but also offers 

suggestions for activities that direct tourists to focus on their bodies and bodily sensations. For 

example, following a passage from Bram Stoker’s Dracula comparing the vampire’s movement 

to that of a lizard, a prompt suggests: “How many creatures can you find in this image? What 

kinds of expressions do they have? Try mimicking their expressions. How does your face feel 

when you do this?” Most of the seven prompts ask participants to perform a bodily action—“Act 

it out!” or “Draw one here”—and another suggests, “Make a pose that matches the shape of one 

of the characters. Take a picture.” Others are reflective, asking tourists to “[i]magine that you are 

inside this picture” or questioning “How does [the passage] make you feel?” The dress-up 

activities and photo spots similarly promote body consciousness. Visitors to Sunnyside, unlike 

those at a traditional museum gallery, are encouraged to participate as they observe, at least 

while on the grounds outside the cottage. 

  In contrast, the walk through the cottage is an affective experience of bodily movement 

and restriction, with uncomfortably small viewing areas and narrow stairways. Combined with 

the presence of furniture and belongings actually owned by the Irving and docents who direct 
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attention to certain sensory elements, this affective experience is an uncanny one. Visitors to 

Irving’s cottage can imagine they are having the same bodily experience the author himself 

did—and, most likely, this is to a large extent true. As an October 2019 TripAdvisor reviewer 

humorously comments, “So interesting to see the scale of everything— people were definitely 

shorter and smaller than we are now.” The cottage is well-lit by sunlight, as its name suggests, 

and while its hallways are narrow, there are wall cutouts that look into rooms, and rooms are 

connected to each other through open doorways inaccessible to visitors, contributing to the 

lighting distribution and sense of the cottage as livable rather than as a museum. Still, these 

livable aspects are not directly sensible for tourists except through sight, and their most direct 

embodied experience is of the cramped viewing areas sectioned off from the preserved room. 

The small viewing space means members of small groups, which tend to range from four 

to eight people in my experience, will spend the tour, which varies in length based on the 

engagement of both docents and visitors between twenty minutes and nearly an hour, in close 

proximity.857 During a 2017 tour, a docent joked, “If you weren’t friends yet, you will be now!” 

The physically close quarters of the viewing areas do foster social closeness in the group, making 

it easier for strangers to talk to each other and share observations. This is especially encouraged 

as group members are the only people consistently together throughout the tour, as docents are 

stationed room by room and direct you to the next employee rather than moving through the 

cottage with one group. The narrow staircases and the uncomfortably tight sectioned-off areas 

                                                
857 TripAdvisor and Google reviews report a wide variety of tour lengths between fifteen minutes 
and an hour. Tours seem to vary in length due more to docent and visitor engagement; the 
clearest trend was that tours were longer in the off season (spring) when they were led by an 
individual tour guide instead of multiple docents doing station work. Tour group sizes reported 
on these review sites ranged from two or three people in the off season or for the first tour of the 
morning to eleven, which the reviewer says “was just a bit much as the halls/viewing areas were 
quite small” (TripAdvisor, July 2015). 
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mean group members inevitably bump into each other, make surprised noises after bumping into 

something or losing their footing, and otherwise make small talk to lighten the awkwardness of 

the physical closeness the space dictates. This typically friendly rapport between group members 

was particularly beneficial for me as an ethnographer, but for any tourist, exposure to and 

conversation with strangers in a safe, temporary environment can be a positive aspect and even 

goal of travel.  

A memorable segment of the tour is the narrow staircase up from the second floor and 

down into the kitchen area. These enclosed spaces are shown to be memorable as online reviews 

frequently mention mobility and accessibility difficulties at Sunnyside.858 These staircases, 

described on HHV’s Sunnyside FAQ webpage as “a narrow, steep flight of stairs (12-15 steps) to 

the second floor of the house and another steep and winding flight of stairs from the second floor 

to the kitchen,” force bodily proximity in the same way the small viewing spaces do.859 Visitors 

must carefully navigate the stairs while controlling their pace to give other members of their 

group enough space to do the same, adding the additional challenges of coordinated movement 

to the constraints of the rest of the tour’s rooms. Because of this, it takes some time to go down 

the stairs, heeding the docent’s warning that “The stair’s windy, narrow, low-ridge.”860 The 

enclosed space and the time devoted to monitoring one’s body as it moves through it naturally 

prompts reflection on what it was like to live in the house: perhaps how Irving, at 76, felt on the 

stairs, or what the lives of the servants were like, with their quarters cornered off between two 

segments of the staircase between the second floor and kitchen. Tourists have a bodily 

                                                
858 I discuss some of these online reviews in Chapter 7. 
859 “Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/historic-
sites/washington-irvings-sunnyside/#faq (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 2019). 
860 2019 tour. 
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experience on the stairs very similar to that the Irvings would have had, contributing to the 

pervasive imaginary and feeling of allochronism at Sunnyside. On a 2017 tour, a woman in my 

group reported she felt a presence in this area, an affective element I will address shortly. 

The last area of the cottage I will linger in here is Irving’s aforementioned first bedroom 

with the sloped ceiling. In this room, as I have discussed, docents’ focus is on the author’s 

involvement in the details of the cottage’s construction. According to Jones, Irving 

put the spur to his masons to complete the exterior before the cold set in, but 
bogged [builder and painter George] Harvey down with minutiae that threatened 
further delays. Irving fussed about the best way to inscribe Harvey’s name over 
the south door, and demanded to know how the windows would be glazed. He 
ordered one bedroom ‘finished in a different way from the others,’ and for a 
sloped inner bedroom wall to be covered with striped paper ‘to resemble the 
curtain of a tent.’ Old Dutch cottages, he told Harvey, had ‘crow steps’ on their 
gabled ends, and so must his.861  
 

Docents share some of this, especially drawing attention to the ceiling, still striped, in the well-lit 

bedroom facing the Hudson. For Home of the ‘Legend’ tours, this room is lightly decorated with 

paper spiders (an October 2019 Google review reprimands HHV for the “[c]heesy Halloween 

decorations”), but otherwise, like the rest of the cottage, could be almost untouched since 

Irving’s time in most tourists’ view. However, more than the furniture and belongings also 

intimately linked to Irving and his family, the sloped ceiling seems to me a more striking trace of 

Irving’s connection to the house, perhaps because of its more permanent physicality: modern 

tourists can be certain they are experiencing the same ceiling, at least in structure if not paint or 

papering, as has always been experienced in that room.  

Docents’ emphasis on Irving’s influence primes visitors to sense the author remains a 

present force in his home. That this was his original, meticulously planned bedroom, but 

                                                
861 Jones, Irving, 322. 
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progress, emblematized by the passing trains, forced Irving to move across the hall (and that he 

ultimately died in his second-choice bedroom after putting so much care into the first), 

complicates the author’s presence. With the background docents provide on how much the 

cottage meant to Irving and how particular he was about every aspect of its construction, it is 

easy for visitors to imagine how disappointed and thwarted he felt when the train moved onto 

Sunnyside’s grounds. This sense of loss at his treasured home with the unhomely introduction of 

the train humanizes Irving and reminds tourists that, to paraphrase Giambattista Vico, the past 

was made by people like us.862  

6.3.3 Docents’ Focal Points 

I have already discussed the most salient narrative beats of the docents’ script during the 

cottage tour, but I turn now to three affectively charged elements to which docents direct 

visitors’ attention: the ivy and wisteria on the cottage’s exterior, the presence of the train, and 

Irving’s death inside the home. With the exception of Irving’s death, the topic of the script for 

his (second) bedroom, all three are primarily discussed outside (I have heard Irving’s death 

discussed outside, too, in response to visitors’ questions). The docent stationed by the cottage’s 

entrance is the second employee to speak with tourists near the cottage and is responsible for 

talking to the group starting their tour until the group ahead leaves Irving’s study. This docent is 

likely the first employee in period dress with whom visitors interact. Tourists may have already 

heard a bit about Irving and been asked if they have read any of his work, perhaps volunteering 

they have read the “Legend,” or, less likely, “Rip Van Winkle” or the biography of George 

Washington that Irving hoped in his lifetime would be his most lasting work.863 Now, usually 

                                                
862 John R. Stilgoe, What is Landscape? (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015), 32. 
863 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2019. Jones opens his biography 
asserting “Irving wrote for the masses—and for profit, not for posterity” and concludes with the 
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recognizing the docent is stalling the group to pace out the tour, visitors inquire of this first 

docent about the features in their line of vision, particularly the vines on the house and the 

passing trains. 

Much of the cottage’s exterior is draped with English ivy, wisteria, and trumpet vines. 

While this certainly adds to the charming and picturesque qualities of the house, the vines also 

suggest a sense of the home as long-standing enough to have become part of the landscape. On 

the side of the cottage facing the Hudson, the date 1656 indicates the year the original structure 

was built for the Van Tassell family—a distant enough date for tourists today to place solidly in 

time immemorial, more than a century older than the country they now inhabit. This greenery is 

an attractive and naturalizing feature, especially in the spring around Mother’s Day when the 

trumpet vines bloom. The ivy and wisteria are a striking element of Sunnyside’s image almost 

always represented in photographs and drawings of the cottage. Two prints of the cottage by 

artist Drew Macko I bought at Sunnyside’s gift shop hang above my desk: one image is 

grayscale except the green vines and blooming purple wisteria flowers; the other shows the 

cottage tower with the roof colored pinkish red and light blue. 

The vines’ most impactful quality, though, is that the English ivy and wisteria were 

planted by the author himself and have been continuously growing since Irving’s retirement days 

at Sunnyside. According to a docent in 2017, the ivy was a gift from Walter Scott, whose 

Abbotsford estate was likely a significant source of inspiration for Irving’s home. These invasive 

vines have literal continuity with the past: they physically have grown from Irving’s work as a 

gardener as so much of the area seems to have grown from his work as a writer. The gift from 

                                                
statement: “But Washington Irving had never set out to write for posterity[…] Irving, like 
Shakespeare, wrote for the masses” (Jones, Irving, ix, 409). 
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Scott, who died in 1832, the same year Irving began acquiring Wolfert’s Roost, would have been 

meaningful to the younger author who held Scott dear as an inspiration, mentor, and friend. The 

vines are another element of the house intentionally added by Irving that contribute to the sense 

of his continued presence and investment in it. The ivy and wisteria are such impactful parts of 

Sunnyside that when a real estate developer in Somers, NY, constructed a replica of Sunnyside 

on his property as a tribute to the author, he spent a visit to Sunnyside in Irvington “picking up 

fallen wisteria pods, so that his house could have the same wisteria that Washington Irving 

planted.”864 

That there are so many reminders of Irving’s deliberate and devoted care for his 

retirement cottage and grounds is perhaps why visitors tend to have a visceral response to the 

railroad as jarring, disruptive, and upsetting. Docents stationed outside the cottage are often 

asked about, or otherwise volunteer stories of, the train. During a 2019 visit, both the first 

employee determining groups and the docent outside the cottage entrance mentioned the railroad 

and Irving’s reaction to it, as did the employee by the entrance during a 2017, who fielded 

numerous questions about both the trains and vines. Often, these questions are prompted by the 

sound of a passing train, which is conspicuous against the otherwise quiet Sunnyside: no ambient 

music is played on the site’s open grounds nor in the cottage. In these instances, the sensory 

directs tourists to the docents rather than docents directing tourists to the sensory. That 

Sunnyside staff members seem to make a point of noting Irving’s negotiations with the railroad 

planners and reaction to the sound from the trains, yet tourists frequently remark in online 

reviews Irving would be rolling in his grave if he could see the MetroNorth today, indicates the 

                                                
864 Fred Bernstein, “Washington Irving Didn’t Sleep Here,” New York Times (16 March 2003), 
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/03/16/nyregion/washington-irving-didn-t-sleep-here.html (Date 
Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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strength of allochronism as an imaginary. Again, tourists see the train as reducing Sunnyside’s 

authenticity when in reality the railroad was absolutely on Irving’s living mind. 

Inside the house, docents draw attention to specific furniture items, like the desk and 

daybed in Irving’s study and the chair in his bedroom. By emphasizing the cottage’s livable 

qualities and reminding visitors it is the very place Irving has lived and died, docents centralize 

tourists’ emplacement as connecting them to the author’s time and presence. MacCannell writes 

in his landmark text The Tourist:  

The rhetoric of tourism is full of manifestations of the importance of the 
authenticity of the relationship between tourists and what they see: this is a typical 
native house; this is the very place the leader fell; this is the actual pen used to 
sign the law; this is the original manuscript; this is an authentic Tlingit fish club; 
this is a real piece of the true Crown of Thorns. The level of authentication can be 
very low.865 
 

Perhaps the most direct example of this at type of reference Sunnyside is docents’ focus on 

Irving’s death in the upstairs bedroom. The room is fairly small, especially when compared to 

those of nearby mansions Lyndhurst and Kykuit, as tourists often do, and contains two main 

pieces of furniture: a chair and a bed.866 A docent stationed in the bedroom during an October 

                                                
865 MacCannell, Tourist, 14. 
866 Google and TripAdvisor reviews frequently note the cottage is surprisingly small or describe 
it as quaint when placed against the expectations set by nearby Lyndhurst and Kykuit. Both 
positive and negative reviews compare the sites. A July 2018 TripAdvisor review reads: “At first 
look, the smaller house (compared to Kykuit or Lyndhurst Manor) and grounds look like they 
may not have a lot to offer, but looks can be deceiving!” A three-star November 2017 Google 
review is titled “Lyndhurst Mansion is better” and criticizes the inside of the cottage as “very 
cramped.” More neutrally, an August 2017 TripAdvisor review describes the cottage at 
Sunnyside as “very small and intimate” and Lyndhurst “a stately mansion.” A 2018 Google 
review recommends: “[I]f you come expecting a modest country home and not an estate you'll be 
more than satisfied,” explaining, “This was a working house, humble, so expect no sweeping 
hallways, more likely you'll be ducking your heads at some points and squeezing by narrow 
hallways.” Comparisons between the sites often mention docents’ level of engagement (with 
more praise for Sunnyside) and ticket cost (with more praise for Lyndhurst, the only site of the 
three not managed by HHV), but the most common focus is the size of Sunnyside’s cottage and 
grounds.  
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2019 Home of the ‘Legend’ tour noted the chair was Irving’s favorite spot in a friend’s home and 

was brought over as a gift after Irving’s health made extended visits away from Sunnyside 

difficult. This chair, the docent explained, brought Irving comfort as he dealt with breathing 

complications the script labeled asthma.867 Visibly worn, the chair seems homely, and it is easy 

for tourists, or at least this tourist, to imagine Irving spending time enough in it to form cracks in 

the leather. Its presence as a worn, imperfect item, supports the sense that Sunnyside’s cottage is 

livable—that, as a 2018 Google reviewer notes, “The house is kept just as Washington Irving 

kept it.” 

Keeping Irving’s chair and bed in the same room enables docents to smoothly transition 

between script notes about the author’s health to his death, but this furniture placement also 

brings a sense of the living Irving to a scene primarily focused on his death. Irving is both 

present and absent: the chair shows traces of his leisure time, but the pristine bed is more of a 

traditionally historic piece that reminds visitors the author is long gone. Docents usually make 

some comment about Irving having a desirable death, especially for the time: at an advanced age, 

at home, surrounded by family. Tourists often observe the same. Biographers, though, offer a 

more complete account. Jones notes Irving had such difficulty breathing at night that he often 

“refused to retire to bed” and called his room “the ‘haunted chamber.’”868 Pierre, who was 

staying in Irving’s original bedroom across the hall, would pass the night in his uncle’s room 

talking—that Pierre, Irving’s first biographer, was so intimately involved with Irving’s day-to-

day life at the end is why later scholars have access to the details of his death. At the end of his 

                                                
867 Biographers do not have a uniform explanation for Irving’s medical problems, though 
Burstein suggests gout, and includes a reference from Pierre’s journal to Irving’s asthma, and 
Jones cites heart attack as cause of death and also mentions asthma medication (Burstein, 
Knickerbocker, 169, 329; Jones, Irving, 406, 402). 
868 Jones, Irving, 402. 
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life in his poorest health, the author spent his reading time in the parlor, where he also often slept 

on the couch, or on the daybed in his study.869 He avoided his bedroom, which he associated with 

his difficult nights, and his treasured chair was at this point most likely used most by Pierre.  

On the night of his death, Ebenezer’s daughter Sarah helped the author to bed, bringing 

his medications.870 Irving stood at the foot of his bed, and, as Jones summarizes Pierre’s account: 

“With a sob of pain, he clutched at his left side. Gasping for breath, he clawed for the footboard 

of his bed as he collapsed heavily on the floor.”871 I offer these details here because the script 

around which the Sunnyside tour is based seems to suggest Irving died in bed (or, at least, 

docents do not challenge this assumption in tourists). During a 2017 Home of the ‘Legend’ 

event, a docent stationed outside the cottage explained that Irving had dinner with Ebenezer and 

Ebenezer’s two daughters—accurately leaving out Pierre, who was living in the cottage at the 

time but arrived home after dinner, according to Burstein—before going upstairs, where he went 

to sleep and never woke up.872 It is clear from Pierre’s account Irving did not pass peacefully in 

his sleep. I do not necessarily mean to criticize Sunnyside staff’s treatment of Irving’s death, but 

as part of a Halloween themed event that is in part death-focused, this segment of the tour is 

especially important. The 2017 docent at the cottage entrance continued, in an apt summary of 

                                                
869 Jones, 402, 404. 
870 Jones, 405. Sarah’s presence means Irving’s last words were recorded even though Pierre was 
in the parlor when his uncle passed (Burstein, Knickerbocker, 330). Jones reports Irving’s last 
words as “‘Well, I must arrange my pillows for another weary night’ […] ‘You cannot tell how I 
have suffered. When will this end?’” (Jones, Irving, 405-406). Burstein notes them as: “‘I feel so 
dreadfully depressed.’ And then: ‘I must arrange my pillows for another weary night.’ He 
paused, and spoke again, saying either, ‘If this could only end’ or ‘When will this end?’ She 
could not be sure of the precise words” (Burstein, Knickerbocker, 330). 
871 Jones, 406. 
872 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 330. 
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the Sunnyside account of Irving’s passing: “You’ll get to hear all the details of his death when 

you’re up in the bedroom—don’t worry, it’s not too spooky.” 

Oddly though most likely unintentionally, the 2019 Home of the ‘Legend’ guide 

booklet’s cover image depicts the foot of a bed—but it is the bed in the room with the sloped 

ceiling.873 Irving’s bed is the visual focal point of the bedroom scene where his death is 

discussed: not only is the bedroom, like the rest of the cottage, rather small and made smaller by 

the separated viewing area, but the position tourists are forced into by the location of this 

viewing area also means their gaze is most directed toward the bed, the largest piece of furniture 

in the room and in their line of sight. The bedroom, and especially the (perceptually) tangible 

bed, create a distinct sense of Irving’s presence, and, as I will turn to next, continued presence in 

his cottage. The bedroom scene is particularly memorable and frequently given specific mention 

in online reviews.874 A short Google review from November 2019 notes “Irving’s actual bed is 

still there” as the only detail.875 A TripAdvisor review from August 2015 includes the statement 

“You can’t help but feel moved upon entering the bedroom where he died, surrounded by his 

family and friends, his possessions and works.” This description indicates the positivity around 

the circumstances of Irving’s death promoted at Sunnyside and aligns the site’s authenticity with 

its large collection of Irving family possessions. Similarly, a TripAdvisor review posted in 

December 2019 about a Home of the ‘Legend’ event visit in October 2019 includes: “I saw the 

                                                
873 Also interestingly, though again likely an unintentional choice, the foot of the bed is hidden 
by a canopy and angled out of the frame in the photo of this bedroom used in the gift shop 
postcard of the room. 
874 Another TripAdvisor reviewer, writing in October 2016, notes: “The most interesting rooms 
are Washington Irving’s own study, where he wrote [h]is books, his bedroom and the kitchen in 
the house.” 
875 The full review reads: “Great and interesting tour. A must see if you stop in Sleepy Hollow. 
Irving’s actual bed is still there.” 
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room that Irving passed away in with his family and friends along by his side and could 

imag[in]e the sober feeling within the house at the time of his passing.” These reviews support 

my experiences at Sunnyside: the bedroom is a deeply affective space where the absent Irving’s 

presence can be uncannily felt. 

6.3.4 Presence 

The play of presence and absence is central to the uncanny. There are obvious ties here to 

Freud’s understanding of the uncanny as the repressed coming to light, the absent becoming 

present. In his text on the phenomenology of the uncanny, Dylan Trigg explains the uncanny 

reveals the world as in flux and its material inhabitants as nonpermanent. Absences draw 

attention to what should be present; Trigg offers the example of thirst prompting “the absence of 

water [to] become[…] a significant part of my being.”876 Trigg continues:  

[T]he place of things in the world is not fixed, and when experience is interrupted, 
then we become aware of their nothingness as a presence. [….] Above all else, the 
disruption or absence of things in the world draws our attention to the facticity of 
those things in the first place. This arc of facticity can range from the banality of 
being locked out of one’s home to the trauma of losing a limb. In each case, the 
entrenched familiarity threatens to overthrow our expectations of how things 
ought to be.877 
 

Both Trigg and Abram trace this dynamic of presence and absence to Martin Heidegger, who, 

Abram explains, “writes of the past and of the future as absences that by their very absence 

concern us, and so make themselves felt within the present.”878 The Sunnyside cottage’s 

livability points to the absence of its living inhabitants. Historic sites’ attention to the past thus 

situates them as uncanny spaces, though the range of uncanny affect at such sites varies greatly. 

A large site like Casa Loma, with its conspicuous security cameras and ample signage, including 

                                                
876 Trigg, Uncanny, 25. 
877 Trigg, 25. 
878 Abram, Spell, 212. 
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a section on contemporary media that has used the mansion as a filming location, seems much 

less connected to its former residents and past than Sunnyside, which hosts its gift shop in a 

separate building and does not feature signage inside the cottage. 

At historic sites, bodily emplacement brings the absent past evidentially into the present. 

In everyday spaces, little attention is regularly paid to the history of, say, a familiar street or 

workplace building. A recent trend that has become popular among academics in the U.S. and 

Canada at least is the inclusion in syllabi, email signatures, and job postings of references to the 

history of campus grounds in “Land Acknowledgements.” Such statements indicate the 

Indigenous tribes who originally settled the land now used as the associated college or 

university’s campus; for example, a 2019 job posting at the University of Winnipeg noted the 

campus “is located on the original lands of the Anishinaabeg, Cree, Oji-Cree, Dakota, and Dené 

Peoples, and on the traditional homeland of the Métis Nation.”879 This practice draws attention to 

the continuity of place despite evolution in its uses and populations, even apart from the ethical 

purposes of such acknowledgements. Abram asserts: “[W]hen our awareness of time is joined 

with our awareness of space, space itself is transformed. Space is no longer experienced as a 

homogenous void, but reveals itself as this vast and richly textured field in which we are 

corporeally immersed, this vibrant expanse structured by both a ground and a horizon.”880 

Visitors touring Irving’s bedroom can feel themselves and the group members brushing against 

them as present in the room at the same time they feel the cottage’s history and Irving family 

residents as simultaneously present. This sensation, as Trigg suggests here, is based in their 

absence. 

                                                
879 National Communication Association, “CRTNET: Position Announcements #17489” (13 
December 2019). Listserv email. 
880 Abram, Spell, 216. 
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Both visitors and staff members sense the continued presence of the author and his family 

members at Sunnyside. Tourists and employees have mentioned sensations directly to me during 

interviews, and online reviews indicate the same. A TripAdvisor review from August 2016 notes, 

“When we entered the author’s study, I felt his presence,” and the previously mentioned reviews 

referencing Irving’s bedroom mention “feel[ing] moved” and sensing the “feeling within the 

house at the time of his passing.”881 A lengthier review posted to TripAdvisor in May 2019 titled 

“Quiet Tour and a Ghost experience!” and reveals: “There have been ghost sightings and my 

girlfriend said she heard women singing and talking while we were upstairs. But it was a very 

welcoming and happy feeling. After the tour [the docent] let us sit on the piazza as long as we 

wanted to enjoy the views. A lovely afternoon with a paranormal experience!” This review of 

Sunnyside recalls Irving’s hope to “‘haunt it[…] as a good spirit, that no one needs be affraid 

of.’”882 The description of haunting as inspiring “a very welcoming and happy feeling” is aligned 

with the sense of love and openness experienced at séances, as described in Leslie Kean’s 

Surviving Death: 

The love and harmony in that séance room were like nothing I have known 
before; and this seemed to help create the magnificent meeting of two worlds. By 
the end, I felt as if the room were filled with a palpable energy, almost like a 
substance filling the space. That may not sound journalistic, but I can only reflect 
on the words Jeffrey Kane [a father who experienced after-death communications 
from his son] provided earlier: ‘Reality apprehended intuitively is engaged, 
connected. You don’t look at things as much as dwell in them.’ The experience of 
dwelling in that room was almost indescribable, yet I kept my objective mind 
intact at the same time.883 
 

                                                
881 TripAdvisor reviews from August 2015 and December 2019. 
882 Qtd. in Burstein, Knickerbocker, 306. 
883 Kean, Surviving, 338. 
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Mediumship researcher Tamar Gordon describes the affect in the séance room as “anti-

uncanny.”884 More than anything conjured through theming, the report from this visitor—who 

toured Sunnyside in the spring, not during the Halloween season’s Home of the ‘Legend’ 

events—suggests a sense of the absent lost to death made present again.  

I observed this sense of the Irving family’s presence on a tour in 2017 when another 

tourist leaned over to me, said “Ooh, I just got a funny feeling here,” then whispered “Someone’s 

here!”885 This tourist shared this outside the servants’ rooms, on the stairs between the second 

floor of the cottage and the kitchen area. When I asked a Sunnyside employee about Irving’s 

statement about staying at Sunnyside “as a good spirit,” she shared that she believes this, though 

she tends not to reveal that belief to most visitors. Unprompted, the employee noted she 

especially feels a presence around the stairs to the servants’ quarters. She said plenty of stories 

from employees circulate, and “I was convinced when I heard someone call my name walking to 

the parking lot.”886 She feels Ebenezer’s presence especially, calling him “my adopted ghost 

grandpa.”887 Likewise, a docent mentioned to me she has had several experiences with presences 

she associated with Irving’s nieces, Catharine and Sarah, who lived in the cottage into their 

eighties, and has felt a hand “caress [her] face.”888 The presences these employees reference are 

always interpreted as positive and not threatening.  

                                                
884 Personal communication. 
885 Sunnyside visitor, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
886 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2019. 
887 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2019. 
888 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2019. I thought this docent was 
particularly well-informed and engaged and have seen praise for her in online reviews as well, so 
it is unsurprising she would be both receptive to after-death communications from and a favorite 
of the Irvings. 
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The first employee I spoke with contrasted her experiences at Sunnyside with those at 

Philipsburg Manor, a former plantation, explaining she has felt presences more strongly there, 

suggesting this is “because harsh things happened there”: “You can tell it’s different when you 

go on that ground.”889 At Sunnyside, the experience of presence, at least for employees, offers a 

welcome closeness to the Irving family. This informant, with whom I spoke at length during 

October 2017 and 2019 visits, cites emplacement and the authenticity of the collection as the 

main contributors to felt presences at Sunnyside. She regularly experiences “a Sunnyside 

moment” of beauty and harmony, sharing a recent encounter with deer and turkeys while 

walking the grounds and noting it was “just like Irving writes about seeing wildlife from his 

bedroom window in his journals.”890 In 2017, she told me: “Here, you can feel it. When you 

walk through there, you can feel the family. Because there are items. The whole library is full of 

Washington’s books, him or someone in the family owned each one of those books. You know, 

there’s artwork that belonged to him hanging on the walls. There’s furniture that belonged to 

him.”891 These statements point to the centrality of walking, both through the cottage or grounds, 

as a means of emplacement. Her mention of Irving’s similar experiences on the property indicate 

her emplacement offered an experience of continuity across time aligned with Heidegger’s sense 

of the past as presence and absence. Emplacement offers an authentic-feeling experience of the 

past, again, supported at Sunnyside by its large collection of original items. Thus, historic sites, 

especially Sunnyside, organized to preserve the Irving family’s everyday intimate space as 

closely as possible, illustrate how the uncanny can be addressed and managed to educate about 

the past. 

                                                
889 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2019. 
890 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2019. 
891 Sunnyside employee, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
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6.4 Conclusion 

 This chapter outlines the experience offered during Home of the ‘Legend’ Halloween 

season events at Sunnyside. Docents’ storytelling, emphasis on the site’s collection as 

authentically linked to the Irving family, and uncanny affect including felt presence are some 

elements that contribute to tourists’ experiences of Sunnyside as an allochronistic destination 

located in the past and as a place to connect one’s own story to those of Irving’s works and 

biographical history. Tourists’ interest in physical remnants of Irving’s presence like the wisteria 

enveloping the outside of the house points to the value of historic sites in making the past 

personally meaningful and lending a fuller picture of both the figures connected to those sites 

and the times those sites memorialize. 

HHV placemakers present Sunnyside as a livable space inhabited by the author and thus 

offer an intimate experience of literary and historic tourism. In this chapter, I explore the 

narrative and embodied details of such an experience. I continue my discussion of Sunnyside in 

Chapter 7 to explore how placemakers can utilize some of the same affective and thematic 

elements to address challenges like targeting a specific audience and making historic site 

buildings and grounds more physically accessible. Uncanny affect, as I discuss in this chapter, is 

a valuable inherent resource at multiple sites in the Sleepy Hollow area, and its utilization at 

Sunnyside and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery comes into direct focus for the remainder of this 

project. 
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7. UNCANNY PLACEMAKING AT SUNNYSIDE 

7.1 Introduction 

Placemakers at historical sites need to pay attention to affect as much as those working 

with themed sites more readily associated with tourism. Affect can be manipulated to encourage 

the experiences of existential authenticity desired by today’s post-tourists, especially at literary 

and other media-induced sites. At Sunnyside in particular, management of uncanny affect can 

address common visitor complaints and promote the aspects of the site tourists tend to praise. In 

this chapter, I examine online reviews of Sunnyside to determine the site’s current strengths and 

areas for improvement. I use these tourist accounts to suggest ways Sunnyside placemakers can 

utilize the uncanny to address challenges like accessibility and emphasize the site’s positives, 

especially allochronism. 

As an exemplary historic site tourist destination, Sunnyside illustrates the necessity of 

attention to affect at tourist sites. Affect is both a significant contributor to theming and a volatile 

force which placemakers must continually manage. Moreover, placemakers working with a site 

like Sunnyside, embedded in a larger tourist area, also contend with the tourism imaginaries at 

work around the site in addition to those tourists hold about the site itself. For Sunnyside and 

other nearby historic sites, purposefully utilizing the Sleepy Hollow area’s connection to the 

uncanny can make these sites read more existentially authentic to visitors as post-tourists.  

Wang suggests and many tourism scholars now believe that today’s post-tourists have 

self-awareness about their touristic activity. Urry and Larsen describe the post-tourist as less 

interested in traditional “tourist pleasures […] [,] those that involve the energetic breaking of the 

mild taboos that operate on various forms of consumption, such as eating or drinking to excess, 

spending money recklessly, wearing outrageous clothes, keeping wildly different time patterns 
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and so on.”892 Post-tourists instead value “playfulness, variety and self-consciousness,” and are 

“above all self-conscious, ‘cool’ and role-distanced.”893 In other words, some post-tourists don 

pumpkin headbands and “Don’t Lose Your Head” shirts in Sleepy Hollow, but those past middle 

school tend to do so ironically.  

Post-tourism includes an expectation of the staged authenticity MacCannell outlined in 

1973 and an overarching goal of finding places that resonate with them, acting on drives similar 

to what Erik Cohen describes as the existential tourist mode.894 The expectation and embracing 

of a staged, kitschy aspect to tourism aligns with Urry and Larsen’s description above of the self-

conscious post-tourist. Tourist acknowledgment of these parts of tourist sites and experiences do 

not necessarily render those sites and experiences inauthentic.  

Wang distinguishes three types of authenticity in tourism: objective and constructive 

authenticity, both types of object-related authenticity, and existential authenticity, which is 

activity-related.895 Wang notes that the authenticity of toured objects differs from the authenticity 

of the tourist experience as a whole. Sunnyside’s large collection of items owned by the Irving 

family or otherwise from the period of the author’s life and lack of focus on reproductions lends 

the site objective authenticity: “the authenticity of originals” and the awareness of tourists they 

are viewing original artifacts.896 Constructive authenticity, historically what tourism scholars 

refer to when they discuss authenticity, involves theming and contextualization on the part of 

placemakers to present their sites and collections as authentic. Wang summarizes constructive 

                                                
892 Urry and Larsen, Gaze, 115. 
893 Urry and Larsen, 115. 
894 See MacCannell, “Staged”; Cohen, “Phenomenology.” 
895 Wang, “Rethinking,” 352. 
896 Wang, 352. 
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authenticity as “the authenticity projected onto toured objects by tourists or tourism producers in 

terms of their imagery, expectations, preferences, beliefs, powers, etc.”897  

Affective control—of lighting and air conditions, sensory stimuli like ambient smells and 

sounds, docent and announcement or ride voiceover scripts, and more immediate visual aspects 

of theming like signage, photo backdrops, ride or walkthrough attraction layouts, and so on—is 

certainly relevant to constructive authenticity. Because affect works through and with individual 

bodies, affect should be a significant concern when promoting the existential authenticity of a 

site. Wang, clarifying that existential authenticity “can have nothing to do with the authenticity 

of toured objects,” as in nature tourism, writes: “Unlike the object-related case which is the 

attribute, or the projected attribute, of objects, existential authenticity is a potential existential 

state of Being which is to be activated by tourist activities.”898  

Wang explains, “existential authenticity denotes a special state of Being in which one is 

true to oneself, and acts as a counterdose to the loss of ‘true self’ in public roles and public 

spheres in modern Western society.”899 Ocker’s motivation to tour places “that it felt right to be 

during the autumn season,” including both Sleepy Hollow and Salem, the focus of his book, is an 

example of a quest for existential authenticity.900 In fact, I would argue, as Couldry has regarding 

pilgrimage to media-related tourist sites, that the primary draw of destinations associated with 

literary and filmic popular culture is existential authenticity.901 Tourists who already feel a 

                                                
897 Wang, 352. 
898 Wang, 352. 
899 Wang, 358. Spaces that evoke existential authenticity for visitors are likely to also inspire 
topophilia. 
900 Ocker, Witch, 2.  
901 See Couldry, “Mediaspace.” 
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connection to the works around which these sites are themed are likely to find personal meaning 

in pilgrimage-like travel to the works’ settings. 

Attention to affect, and uncanny affect in particular, is vital for such sites. Firstly, literary 

and other media-induced tourism sites tend to hold some unavoidable aspects of the uncanny 

already. Encountering familiar space is uncanny. If a tourist has read Irving’s “Legend,” their 

visit to Sleepy Hollow will be enriched through recognition, even if that recognition is not tied to 

objective authenticity. For example, the location of the Headless Horseman’s bridge as Irving 

described in 1819 no longer hosts a bridge, but the historic marker, other bridges in Sleepy 

Hollow Cemetery, and even the bridges over the Little Mediterranean at Sunnyside hold 

existential authenticity at least for this reader-tourist. Even the constructed spectacle of the 

covered bridge themed around the “Legend” at the 2019 Blaze event can hold existential 

authenticity in this way. Thus, much of the toured space in literary and other media-related 

tourism is familiar from the source text, though rarely is there a one-for-one correspondence. 

This means these toured sites have an uncanny element as they disrupt what is familiar from 

prior reading and viewing experiences when they are inevitably unable to replicate perfectly the 

media works’ settings. 

The inexactness of the toured setting as a representation of the media work is likely to be 

more pronounced with literary sites, as visitors familiar with the written text around which the 

site is themed compare the destination to their imagined setting. Thus, sites are likely to be 

experienced as uncanny due to both déjà vu and tourists’ sense the place is somehow askew from 

how it seemed in their minds while reading. At sites themed around a visual work, like a film or 

television show, tourists are likely to arrive with specific expectations based on what they saw on 
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screen.902 When these sites do not appear as they did as locations or sets on film, their 

uncanniness is doubled: the familiar is made eerily strange.  

Further, at authors’ homes, intimate space is preserved. This is particularly true of 

Sunnyside, where signage is omitted and visitor space is separated from the living areas, and 

tourists tend to respond positively to the lived-in and livable quality of the home. Literature on 

the uncanny, notably Anthony Vidler’s The Architectural Uncanny, often notes the uncanniness 

of the home, as in haunted houses.903 Particularly in nineteenth-century Gothic and romantic 

notions of the uncanny, Vidler writes, “The house provided an especially favored site for 

uncanny disturbances: its apparent domesticity, its residue of family history and nostalgia, its 

role as the last and most intimate shelter of private comfort sharpened by contrast the terror of 

invasion by alien spirits.”904 Contemporary master of the uncanny David Lynch has said the 

same: he often sets his paintings and the most frightening scenes of his films in domestic places, 

making those images more frightening by acknowledging that “[t]he home is a place where 

things can go wrong.”905 Thus, at historic sites that include a preserved home, the uncanny is a 

fruitful affect for placemakers to court or at least maintain an awareness of, as some sense of the 

uncanny is unavoidable in such spaces. 

Some visitors, especially those local to Sunnyside, may have experiences of déjà vu 

connected to their memories of earlier visits to the site as well. Sunnyside is a long-standing 

attraction in Irvington and, as a well-run historic site with defined school group programming, a 

popular field trip destination. Since the cottage’s interior, exterior, and grounds are preserved to 

                                                
902 The Disney animated adaptation of the “Legend,” which represents the Horseman’s bridge as 
a covered bridge, frames visitor expectations for what they will see at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. 
903 Vidler, Architectural. 
904 Vidler, Architectural, 17. 
905 Qtd. in Chris Rodley, ed., Lynch on Lynch (London: Faber and Faber, 1997), 226. 
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closely resemble their appearance in Irving’s time, and because the site has not changed hands 

much, the collection and its arrangement stays relatively stable over time. A visitor I spoke with 

in October 2017 shared she had grown up nearby and was back in town from Colorado visiting 

family still in the area. She chose to visit Sleepy Hollow since her trip fell around Halloween, 

and she shared nostalgia was a factor, as well: she had been to Sunnyside on field trips.906 This 

visitor told me walking the grounds gave her “a spooky sense of déjà vu” that reminded her of 

her childhood visits. Being local and having visited before prompted a personal experience of 

déjà vu. In addition to bringing the experiencer into contact with the uncanny, this sense 

promotes existential authenticity as the site becomes a personally meaningful place with 

appearances at different points in the visitor’s life story at the same time it enriches and is 

enriched by the site’s allochronism. 

By turning their focus to promoting existential authenticity, Sunnyside placemakers could 

engage the uncanny affect already circulating the grounds and cottage to address common tourist 

complaints. Specifically, intentional play with the uncanny could aid Sunnyside placemakers in 

responding to tourists who currently see disruptive elements like the train line on property and 

Halloween décor as detracting from their desired experience of allochronism. Media-related 

tourist sites, as destinations for modern pilgrimage, must fulfill visitors’ hopes of experiencing 

existential authenticity there to be successful: affect is a crucial contributor to this sense of 

personal belonging and truth in selfhood attached to places.  

 

                                                
906 This same tourist was excited to see a record of the songs from the Disney version of the 
“Legend,” which she had owned as a child, in the display case with popular culture “Legend” 
references in the kitchen and laundry room at the end of the tour—nostalgia played a large part 
in her visit. 
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7.2 Netnography: Negotiating the Uncanny at Sunnyside 

Sunnyside, as a preserved home and literary tourism destination, is already uncanny. 

Sunnsyide’s uncanniness is compounded by its association with as important a work of Gothic 

literature as Irving’s “Legend” and its location within a larger area popular for Halloween season 

tourism. This uncanniness is a strength, especially as it relates to a sense of allochronism valued 

by both HHV and tourists. However, the site also faces challenges due to its cramped spaces and 

a lack of focused direction during the Halloween season, leaving tourists and potential tourists 

confused about whether the attraction will be entertaining to and appropriate for children and 

whether Sunnyside is primarily an educational historic site or a part of the Halloween theming 

they experience at the Blaze and other Sleepy Hollow country events and destinations.   

To pinpoint common visitor complaints with a larger data set, I employ netnography, 

which Jensen, Scarles, and Cohen note “remains an underutilized method in tourism research.”907 

An advantage of netnography in gathering feedback about a site is, as Pavlos Paraskevaidis and 

Adi Weidenfeld note in their work on a Titantic-related tourist site, that the “non-participatory 

(or passive) netnographic approach” enables researchers “to collect archival online data by 

avoiding online interactions with informants as this might affect negatively the survey. 

Informants might change their attitude and are more careful in expressing their opinions when 

they are aware that their online interactions are subject to a survey.”908 Likewise, Ahmed Rageh, 

                                                
907 Jensen, Scarles, and Cohen, “Interrail,” 66. 
908 Pavlos Paraskevaidis and Adi Weidenfeld, “Sign Consumption and Sign Promotion in Visitor 
Attractions: A Netnography of the Visitor Experience in Titanic Belfast,” International Journal 
of Contemporary Hospitality Management 31, no. 4 (2019): 1942. 
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T.C. Melewar, and Arch Woodside point out, “customers usually write their reviews after their 

stay ends, so their experience is not affected by observation.”909 

As reviews are posted publically online with no expectation of privacy, it is possible to 

collect a larger sample of responses without researcher influence; however, data from reviews 

posted online does have the disadvantage of self-selecting subjects who are more likely to have 

strong, polarized opinions that drive them to post in the first place. Because I am particularly 

focused on problems with tourist experience at Sunnyside that can be addressed with careful 

theming and affective placemaking strategies, and because Chapter 6 includes data collected 

through traditional ethnographic methods of participant observation and impromptu interviews, 

this constraint of netnography is not overly problematic for this context. To anonymize data, I do 

not include direct links to reviews nor the names attached, instead identifying reviews based on 

date posted, whether the review appears on Google or TripAdvisor, and, when relevant, 

reviewer-provided title.910 

Based on my evaluation of Google and TripAdvisor reviews dating from January 2015 to 

December 2019, common complaints from visitors to Sunnyside include accessibility issues, the 

cramped viewing areas in the cottage, and a lack of clarity on whether Sunnyside is a historic site 

offering educational tours or a family-friendly Halloween season destination offering 

entertainment and activities. Less frequently recurring complaints about Halloween décor, the 

train, and children relate to this last issue of confusion around the site’s identity. Positives about 

Sunnyside often referenced in online reviews tend to involve allochronism, the livableness of the 

                                                
909 Ahmed Rageh, T.C. Melewar, and Arch Woodside, “Using Netnography Research Method to 
Reveal the Underlying Dimensions of the Customer/Tourist Experience,” Qualitative Market 
Research: An International Journal 16, no. 2 (2013): 131. 
910 Google reviews older than one year include only the year posted; for TripAdvisor reviews, I 
include the month and date posted. 



 317 

cottage and grounds, and the well-informed and costumed docents. A review posted to 

TripAdvisor in May 2016 summarizes much of the most frequent praise for Sunnyside, including 

the chance to roam the grounds, the well-informed docents, and the senses of allochronism and 

Irving’s presence: “We had a glorious picnic in the gardens and then took a tour with a delightful 

guide dress[ed] in period clothes. I felt we walked back in time walking around the rooms. His 

studio feels like he just left, got goosebumps.”  

By emphasizing uncanny affect at Sunnyside, placemakers can address common 

complaints and highlight the elements of the site that garner praise. Increased attention to 

uncanny affect would enable HHV placemakers to clarify Sunnyside’s position in the larger 

tourism industry around Sleepy Hollow as an essential part of a “Legend”-themed literary tour 

offering an experience of existential authenticity to visitors enthusiastic about Irving’s work. 

This does not mean Sunnyside would then give up its range of activities outside the cottage that 

do appeal to families with children, but rather that placemakers would need to continue their 

efforts to contextualize these activities as part of the site’s overall theming and to clarify their 

purpose on the grounds. 

7.2.1 Allochronism and Authenticity 

Online reviews of Sunnyside often include references to allochronism with comments 

like “I felt I was transported back to the 19th century!” and “It was magical to time-travel with 

[…] our guide!”911 Reviewers frequently point to the authenticity of the collection. A July 2016 

TripAdvisor review mentions, “The home contains personal articles and has been restored to 

how it looked when he lived in the area.” Another notes, “The house was particularly interesting 

                                                
911 Google, 2018; TripAdvisor, September 2018. 
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because almost all of the furnishings actually belonged to Washington Irving.”912 Similarly, an 

October 2016 reviewer on TripAdvisor observed, “It is fully decorated with period objects, i.e. 

furniture, art, ceramics and rugs. It was really wonderful to step back in history, but for a brief 

time.” Some reviews even reference authenticity directly, as in a May 2019 TripAdvisor review 

that notes “furnishings are authentic,” a September 2019 Google review that mentions “The tour 

was very good through many rooms filled with authentic history,” and an August 2016 

TripAdvisor review titled “Wonderfully Authentic.”  

A number of reviewers mention the docents’ period dress adds to the sense of being in 

another time, as in an August 2016 TripAdvisor review that reads, “The girl that did the tour was 

dresses in period costume which gave it an extra special feel.”913 Praise for the docents’ 

performances is frequent and especially focused on how Sunnyside employees promote 

allochronism; for example, one reviewer shares an account of a docent’s efforts to make a 

technical difficulty part of the site’s theming: “One detail I remember very well was we went on 

the rainy day and the room was dark but the tour guide did not turn on electric light because back 

in the 19th century there was no electric lighting. The darker room would give us a realistic 

feeling of what it was like back then. I appreciate this very well.”914 Utilizing allochronism to 

excuse and recontextualize the site’s challenges is a useful practice I will return to shortly. 

A few reviewers acknowledge how HHV (in an earlier incarnation through the 

Rockefellers) obtained the property as enabling a greater sense of authenticity and allochronism, 

as in an August 2016 TripAdvisor review that reads, “Totally unspoilt and the house is full of 

                                                
912 TripAdvisor, September 2015. 
913 Another reviewer, writing on TripAdvisor in July 2015, voiced a contrary opinion: “Not sure 
why tour guides are in period clothes—doesn’t add to the experience.” 
914 TripAdvisor, October 2017. 
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treasures—very little has changed from his time—the house was in his family for many years 

before being gifted as a museum. This is unusual and means that the house is very much as it was 

in Washington Irving’s time.” While some reviewers note the railroad was built on the property 

in Irving’s time (as discussed in Chapter 6), others indicated the trains’ presence detracted from 

Sunnyside’s allochronism, as in a May 2019 TripAdvisor review: “great views but unlike when 

Irving settled here initially you need to contend with the noisy railroad running along the eastern 

edge of the Hudson River.” Another TripAdvisor review from August 2016 touches on both the 

authenticity of the collection and the impact of the train line: “The site on banks above the 

Hudson River must once have been idyllic in Irving’s time but the Amtrak trains running back 

and forth are off-putting! Sad. The house holds original furnishings and is as close as possible to 

what it was in Irving’s time.” These comments all indicate how valuable allochronism is to 

Sunnyside visitors as a tourism imaginary and suggest it is a worthwhile element for placemakers 

to further promote.  

7.2.2 Accessibility Issues 

HHV placemakers already work to reinforce the imaginary of allochronism in ways I 

have discussed like having docents work in period dress and omitting traditional museum 

signage from the cottage. Allochronism is a desirable imaginary evidently valued by tourists, so 

HHV placemakers should continue emphasizing the sense that a trip to Sunnyside is a trip back 

in time. Further, Sunnyside’s allochronism can be used to excuse some of the difficulties with 

the property as historic site, especially the small spaces and lack of accessibility. Some reviewers 

have already made these connections and were more positive about the cramped viewing areas 

inside the cottage. For example, a reviewer writing on TripAdvisor in October 2016 allowed, 

“The house is not big and it was a little crowded trying to view each room in the downstairs, but 
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it was what Washington Irving had designed for the time.” Another TripAdvisor review from 

October 2019 includes the comment: “So interesting to see the scale of everything—people were 

definitely shorter and smaller than we are now.” This comment is especially interesting as it 

directly points to embodiment. Docents might do well to make similar comments encouraging 

bodily awareness in combination with allochronism.  

In particular, pointing to this allochronism can aid staff in explaining the site’s 

accessibility issues for guests with mobility challenges or those who rely on adaptive equipment 

unusable on the site’s rock and dirt paths. Docents outside the cottage or at the ticket booth, or 

signage near the entrance from the parking lot, might use language like: “The cottage is much the 

same as it was in the Irvings’ time. While touring the preserved building, groups will move 

between small viewing areas and climb two narrow staircases. Please speak with a staff member 

about accessibility concerns: abridged tours of the first floor only are available!” By leading with 

a reminder the cottage is preserved and meant to represent the past, visitors may be more 

understanding of accessibility challenges.  

Because Sunnyside is a historic site, it would not make sense to renovate the cottage to 

today’s standards of accessibility, so transparency about what is feasible for guests who require 

accommodation is most important. HHV already has a statement about accessibility on its 

webpage about Sunnyside (and on the pages for each of its sites), but it is currently in the FAQ 

section. This disclosure might more helpfully appear more prominently, perhaps near the hours 

of operation, since accessibility is a significant concern at Sunnyside. This is particularly 

important information as guests must make their way around the unpaved grounds to reach the 

cottage, and even the paved ramp from the parking lot might be difficult for guests using 

wheelchairs or with other mobility challenges. Including photographs of the less accessible areas 
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somewhere on the page, for example of a docent standing on a cottage staircase, would be 

helpful as well. Being transparent about these difficulties and what accommodations are possible 

on the Sunnyside webpage would enable guests to make determinations about whether the 

physical challenges of the grounds and cottage are feasible for them before buying tickets or 

arriving in Irvington.  

Some online reviewers indicate accessibility is more of an issue than HHV’s current 

statement implies; for example, an October 2019 review notes, “If you have mobility issues, be 

aware that Sunnyside is down a small incline. Wheelchairs may need help returning to the 

parking lot.” A more negative review posted to TripAdvisor in June 2019 with the title “Not 

handicapped accessible! Office staff unhelpful!” reads: 

Upon arriving we pulled into the handicapped parking and headed to the tour desk 
and gift shop. We quickly found that the handicapped parking was really useless 
and a joke. You had to navigate a very STEEP AND UNEVEN PATH to access 
the tour office. The path was so rutted that someone in a wheelchair would 
probably tip over and result in serious injury. To make it accessible they need a 
golf cart to take handicapped folks to the tour office. […] Very rigid staff in tour 
office, unwilling to accommodate us. The good part was a great guide and a 
charming house. Oh, that walk back to the car was very difficult. 
 

Another reviewer mentions the same part of the property as a particular challenge: “Also, if you 

are at all physically challenged know that there is a long sloping walk from the parking lot to the 

Visitors Center and a tricky gravel path further downhill to the house itself. Not easy if you use a 

cane.”915 The current HHV statement mentions handicap parking and the ramp to the courtyard 

as accessible features and clarifies the incline of the ramp but perhaps is not clear enough and, 

again, would benefit from the inclusion of photographs.916 Reviewers often make efforts to 

                                                
915 TripAdvisor, November 2016. 
916 “Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/historic-
sites/washington-irvings-sunnyside/#faq (Date Last Accessed, December 1, 2019). 
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clarify the difficulties as a service to other potential guests with comments like “Caution: lots of 

walking down and up hills. Steep, small stairs in house to go up and down” and “Be warned it is 

small. The hallways & staircase are narrow, the ceilings are lower and it can get crowded with 

only 6 people looking into a room.”917  

Of course, as is to be expected with online reviews, there is no consensus on how much 

of an issue these accessibility concerns really are. Another reviewer, writing on TripAdvisor in 

September 2017, noted, “There are stairs if you want to go upstairs otherwise you can still see 

quite a bit of the house if you can not do stairs. The grounds are hilly but modest and I believe 

most seniors would have no problem.” Comments about accessibility were not always negative 

in tone; for example, one reviewer wrote on TripAdvisor about an August 2018 experience 

(notably in Sunnyside’s off-season): “We went with my mother who is in her 80s. Tour guides 

were very friendly[,] informative and helpful [and both] offered her [a] chair when she was tired 

[and] altered her tour so she could avoid steep stairs.” The frequency of comments about 

accessibility indicates this is an important issue to Sunnyside’s visitors, so, again, I would 

suggest the statement about accommodations on property is made more prominent on HHV’s 

website. This way, tourists have their questions answered before their visit and directly by HHV 

rather than online reviewers.  

Likewise, the statement online should be clear about the small spaces inside the house 

and perhaps indicate usual tour sizes so guests who use wheelchairs or deal with claustrophobia 

can call ahead to discuss accommodations. The cramped viewing areas combined with the larger 

tour sizes typical of the Halloween season are the most frequent complaint voiced by reviewers 

on TripAdvisor and Google. One reported the docent “corrected pretty much everyone for 

                                                
917 TripAdvisor, September 2016; TripAdvisor, October 2017. 
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getting ahead of her but you had no choice as it was so tiny inside you could not fit in the space 

she wanted the group to stay in. […] Definitely skip if you have a phobia of small spaces or close 

proximity to people you do not know.”918 A review posted to TripAdvisor in May 2015 reads: 

The one negative was the size of the group. The standing area in the house's rooms is 
small—the guide acknowledged this, so at least it wasn’t ignored—so we had to conga 
our way through each room in order to give everyone a chance to see it. It would have 
been better if those who run Sunnyside capped the total visitors per tour at a lower 
number instead of trying to cram as many paying customers into each group as they 
could. 
 

Again, the docents’ efforts to contextualize challenges lightens the mood and makes visitors 

more positive about the tight quarters. In addition to having docents acknowledge the spatial 

challenges of the cottage and connect them to allochronism, a lengthier statement online 

accompanied by photographs would enable tourists to make a decision ahead of time about 

calling for accommodations or skipping the cottage tour entirely. 

7.2.3 Livable Grounds 

Alongside the tourism imaginary of allochronism, another aspect of Sunnyside online 

reviewers frequently praise is the homeliness or livable-seeming quality of the cottage and 

grounds. Again, the lack of typical museum signage in the cottage and the objective authenticity 

of the collection with many of the Irving family’s original items contribute to a sense of the 

Irvings’ continued presence and of the cottage as a place visitors could imagine themselves 

residing. Online reviewers mention wishing they could stay in the house, commenting “We took 

a tour of the house and grounds and wanted to sneak in and stay the night” and “The only 

unfortunate thing is that overnight stays aren't allowed on the grounds.”919 The livable quality of 

the site sets it apart from other historic sites and distinguishes Sunnyside from the more touristic 

                                                
918 TripAdvisor, November 2015. 
919 TripAdvisor, August 2018; Google, 2017. 
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destinations across the Sleepy Hollow area. Particularly because tourists can roam the property 

on their own and are invited to bring picnics or sit and watch trains pass, the site appears 

welcoming and livable. This quality is a highlight of Sunnyside and recalls Roland Barthes’s 

comment in Camera Lucida that “For me, photographs of landscape (urban or country) must be 

habitable, not visitable.”920 That tourists can envision themselves as residents of Sunnyside 

promotes existential authenticity. 

HHV placemakers should continue to emphasize this livableness and make the openness 

of the grounds a selling point of the site. Some reviewers point out that tourists are allowed to 

wander freely around the grounds as a tip to other visitors: “After the tour, take a seat on the 

bench overlooking the Hudson.”921 A May 2018 TripAdvisor reviewer who was not enthused by 

the tour still recommends a visit, observing the grounds make for a “nice environment to go for a 

run or walk or bike[,]not a destination as such but perfect for a morning run.” Many reviewers 

share docents have encouraged them to explore the grounds on their own and spend time on the 

property beyond the cottage tour and other activities; this was my experience during my visits as 

well, even during the busier Halloween season. Comments like “The grounds are beautiful and 

the guide encouraged us to sit and enjoy them” and “After the tour [the docent] let us sit on the 

piazza as long as we wanted to enjoy the views” frequently appear in reviews.922 Docents’ 

recommendations that tourists spend time roaming the grounds is a positive practice that should 

continue and perhaps be given more mention on HHV’s website to attract picnicking guests with 

extra time in the middle of their day in the Sleepy Hollow area.  

                                                
920 Barthes, Camera, 38. 
921 TripAdvisor, October 2015. 
922 TripAdvisor, August 2016; TripAdvisor, May 2019. 
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Sunnyside would likely benefit from promotion as a slower-paced, experiential 

destination. Online reviews suggest the grounds are a major benefit of a visit while not 

necessarily advertised as a draw. A review posted to TripAdvisor in October 2015 reads, “We 

did the house tour this past week and while we enjoyed the house very much, the grounds were 

far more interesting and inviting.” Reviewers often recall moments of reflection as highlights of 

their trip, as in these comments in TripAdvisor reviews from July and September 2015: “At the 

conclusion of the trip we relaxed on the front porch of Sunnyside that faces the Hudson River”; 

“We sat on the veranda at the end of the tour for a long time just enjoying the view.” 

Emplacement adds to the site’s allochronism and, again, contributes to experiences of existential 

authenticity for tourists who devote time to exploring the grounds.  

For tourists with an interest in Irving, the sense of allochronism puts them in contact with 

the author, as I addressed in Chapter 6’s discussion of presence. A TripAdvisor reviewer wrote 

in July 2016:  

The house became a three-dimensional autobiography. The grounds reflect 
Washington Irving's romantic view of art, nature, and history. He arranged garden 
paths, trees and shrubs, vistas, and water features to appear natural, and planted an 
exotic wisteria vine (still growing) to envelope [sic] the house. I spent an hour and 
a half absolutely entranced living 125 years ago in this beautiful spot. 
 

Other reviewers comment similarly about the meaningfulness of Irving’s influence; for example, 

one September 2015 TripAdvisor reviewer mentions, “Irving himself designed the home, laid out 

the walking trails, and planted the vines that still grow over the front door.” Similar, a reviewer 

writing on TripAdvsior in August 2015 observed, “There is no doubt Irving enjoyed his years at 

Sunnyside, and his attention to detail is impeccable. You can’t help but feel moved upon entering 

the bedroom where he died, surrounded by his family and friends, his possessions and works.” 

Another TripAdvisor review from August 2015 includes the comment “The house itself is so 
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intimate that you half expect Mr. Irving to walk into the room” and also notes the writer had 

“Plenty of time to enjoy the view.” In June 2015, another TripAdvisor reviewer shared, “It’s 

almost like being there with Washington Irving. You could feel the warmth and serenity that he 

was looking to make sunny side feel like.” Not only are the traces of Irving and his family 

pervasive in the cottage and on the grounds, but the sense that the family could still live there 

makes Sunnyside seem livable for tourists, too.  

The livable quality of Sunnyside also distinguishes it from other nearby historic sites. 

While some reviewers compare prices between Sunnyside and nearby Lyndhurst and find the 

latter more cost-effective, others praise the Sunnyside as “quaint” compared to the larger 

mansions, as in a June 2019 Google review that reads, “The cottage itself was really quaint and a 

welcome change from of the grandiosity of the rest of the Hudson Valley historic homes.” 

Reviewers find it easier to imagine living at Sunnyside than the larger mansions, suggesting 

Sunnyside is better equipped to offer experiences of existential authenticity. A TripAdvisor 

review posted in November 2018 compares attractions at length:  

[Sunnyside] is one of only two of the Hudson River mansions that I believe I could feel 
comfortable living in. (The other one is Val-Kill, Eleanor Roosevelt’s home.) The 
others—including those of the Vanderbilts and Rockefellers and Roosevelts—seem to me 
to be cold and foreboding with huge, museum-like, high-ceilinged rooms that are 
decorated grandiosely; and, although I enjoy visiting them, I do not think I should like to 
living in any of them. Sunnyside, however, is much simpler with beautiful smaller rooms 
some of which have gabled windows—a truly romantic, picturesque abode which I think 
echoes the romantic works of the Hudson River School painters who were living and 
working at the same time. It seems to me to have a fairy-tale-kind of enchantment about 
it. 
 

This reviewer specifically addresses affective qualities of multiple historic sites, describing 

larger mansions as “cold” and Sunnyside as “enchant[ing].” The reference to Hudson River 

School painters indicates allochronism is important, too. Additionally, the mention of other 

historic sites as “museum-like” indicates Sunnyside placemakers have designed a site that does 
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not read as a sterile place to learn about the past but rather a place tourists “could feel 

comfortable living in.”  

Another reviewer, in a 2017 post on Google, describes similar fantasizing about moving 

in to the cottage, writing that Sunnyside is “[m]y idea of a whimsical dream house with all the 

crooked corners and gables. The house would be nice-sized for me to live in without being 

overly huge. The grounds outside are perfect for picnics with the blooming wisteria an added 

bonus. Like Irving, the occassional [sic] passing train would be annoying.” The detail of this 

review, like the last, reveals its writer has spent some time considering Sunnyside as a real home. 

Both reviews indicate experiences of existential authenticity with their writers expressing 

feelings of belonging and comfort at Sunnyside. The homeliness of the cottage, especially in 

combination with visitors’ permission to wander the grounds at their own pace, is a significant 

positive of the site that should be made central in advertising and on HHV’s Sunnyside webpage. 

7.2.4 Balancing Education and Entertainment 

The final aspect of Sunnyside frequently touched on in online reviews I will address here 

is the lack of clarity on the site’s purpose and appropriate audience. Sunnyside is both an 

educational destination that appeals to cultural and literary tourists as well as an entertaining 

attraction with children’s activities during the Halloween season. HHV placemakers would do 

well to clarify how these dual purposes manifest at Sunnyside. During “Home of the Legend” 

event days, the site becomes two destinations in one: a visit that includes a cottage tour but not 

any of the activities on the grounds is as complete as a visit during which time is spent on 

activities but the tour is skipped. HHV could offer more clarity about the intended audiences for 

the different parts of this event, though: reviewers alternately complain others’ children detracted 
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from their educational tour or that the tour was not entertaining enough to engage their own 

children.  

By advertising Sunnyside offers ample activities for children during the Halloween 

season, HHV may be able to better attract families looking to fill out their day touring the area 

who may not otherwise be interested in visiting a historic site. Clarifying that the cottage tour is 

more educational—especially in combination with a reworked online statement about the tight 

viewing areas and narrow stairways inside the cottage—would better prepare those traveling 

with children to decide whether to opt in to the tour.923 If HHV placemakers were to note the 

objectives of the tour versus the kids’ activities online and in the guide booklet given to visitors 

when they show their tickets, they also would be able to better orient the tour to those guests 

interested in Irving and the history of the house. Less frequently occurring complaints, for 

example about “[c]heesy Halloween decorations,” might also be mitigated with a clearer website 

description of the various activities on offer during “Home of the Legend” events, as the cottage 

would not need to be themed to keep children’s attention.924 

Online reviews again do not reach a consensus on whether Sunnyside is a worthwhile 

attraction for tourists traveling with children. A TripAdvisor reviewer, posting in August 2015, 

shares, “I took my 14 and 12 year olds and while they are not at all interested in history or 

Washington Irving necessarily, they did enjoy the tour.” Other reviewers advise against bringing 

kids into the cottage, noting the tour is “[n]ot interactive so young children may not like it” and 

warning “I wouldn't say this is a good choice for kids. Not enough to keep them engaged.”925 

                                                
923 This is especially necessary as it is difficult to leave the tour before it is completed, both 
because of the small spaces and because of the way tours are organized so new groups fill the 
rooms behind you.  
924 Google, October 2019. 
925 TripAdvisor, October 2017; TripAdvisor, July 2016. 
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The former reviewer continues, “The grounds are definitely designed for children to be active 

but not the house itself. There are children’s games from the period available for them as well as 

a puppet show.”926 Some reviewers comment their children enjoyed the grounds. A TripAdvisor 

reviewer posting in June 2019 commented, “The view was beautiful and my son got a kick out of 

the train running through the front yard.” Another reviewer considers Sunnyside a “[g]reat place 

for kids to see some history and then run on the grounds.”927 

Adults who visited Sunnyside without children offer mixed responses to the prevalence 

of children’s activities, mostly finding them a positive. The guide booklet makes it clear that 

adults are invited to participate in the children’s activities if they wish; the description for the 

photo booth area includes the statement, “Visitors of all ages are invited to dress in style” with 

the costumes and props available. Multiple online reviewers have offered comments about 

participating in these activities as adults; a TripAdvisor review from January 2019 about an 

October 2018 “Home of the Legend” event mentions, “The grounds had games and there were 

several crafts & activities for kids (and those of us who like to act like kids),” and an October 

2018 TripAdvisor review similarly reads, “They also had arts and craft for the kids (or the kid at 

heart in the case of my wife), and other activities for kids on the grounds.” For these reviewers, 

HHV placemakers’ current approach of presenting all activities as open to and appropriate for all 

guests is functional and additive. 

However, other reviewers felt the lack of clarity on whether the tour was for children or 

not created an uneven and unsatisfactory experience for them, since they were most interested in 

a traditional historic site experience. For example, a reviewer posting to TripAdvisor in October 

                                                
926 TripAdvisor, October 2017. 
927 TripAdvisor, January 2015. 
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2018 wrote, “I felt like we missed out on some core biographical info on Irving, and there was 

too much time spent on vampires[,] seances etc. I understand it’s Halloween, but most people 

aren’t going to visit again and I’d rather hear more about the man and the home. I seriously don’t 

think children should be on this tour. They all were bored and I felt the docents catered their 

material to them.” Another reviewer felt misled by the original name of the “Home of the 

Legend” event, “The Legend Behind the ‘Legend,’” having expected the event would primarily 

focus on Irving as legendary author of “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” This reviewer, posting 

to TripAdvisor in October 2015, shared: 

We signed up for the “Legend behind the ‘Legend’ Tour”. The name of this event 
led us to believe we would hear more about Washington Irving's life and what life 
was like in general during the 19th century. Instead, our tour seemed to be mostly 
about the Headless Horseman/Legend of Sleepy Hollow and less about the man.  

It's not often one gets to visit a 19th century home. They shared some 
basic information but there was a lot more about the house and his life that 
could've been shared. This is a huge opportunity to educate folks so they can 
better appreciate all the luxuries we currently enjoy. We enjoyed our visit, but 
would have signed up for a different tour if there was something that was more 
fitting for our interest. I've shared feedback with them suggesting they either re-
name this tour or include more items about the man and his life for visitors. 

 
The reviewer’s feedback was apparently noticed by HHV as the event is now titled “Home of the 

Legend,” placing the focus on the physical structure of the home rather than the author who lived 

there. However, HHV has kept the Halloween season event mostly consistent, at least in its mix 

of children’s activities and educational tour, indicating the organization’s decision-makers have 

determined there is more interest in the current structure than in more traditional historic site 

tours during the Halloween season. 

7.3 Placemaking with the Uncanny at Sunnyside 

HHV placemakers are still negotiating Sunnyside’s position in the wider Sleepy Hollow 

tourism industry, especially around Halloween, as is evident from the distribution of an email 
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survey following the 2019 season. This survey included questions gauging interest in Irving and 

familiarity with the “Legend” and his other works as relevant to a visit to Sunnyside.928 Should 

the results of this survey indicate there is sufficient interest in biographical details about Irving, 

HHV placemakers may consider altering the “Home of the Legend” tour script to include more 

information about the author and clarifying the content of the tour online and in the guide 

booklet. Further, moving Irving to the forefront of the “Home of the Legend” event would fill a 

gap in the existing Sleepy Hollow area tourism industry as no other event or site centralizes the 

author. Sunnyside would thus better appeal to, and meet the expectations of, literary and cultural 

tourists and solidify its position as an essential stop during a “Legend”-themed trip to the area. 

Because Sunnyside is open during the morning and afternoon, the attraction fits well into 

Sleepy Hollow travel itineraries since most of the area’s popular events, like the Blaze, 

Horseman’s Hollow, and lantern tours at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, take place at night. 

Reviewers already recommend combining a visit to Sunnyside with other attractions; one 

TripAdvisor reviewer, writing in October 2018, shared, “Our visit made a good prelude to the 

Jack-o-Lantern Blaze at Van Cortland Manor. Definitely would recommend both,” and another 

TripAdvisor review from September 2015 mentions, “Although we didn’t have time, the tour of 

the nearby Sleepy Hollow cemetery, which Irving made famous in his ‘Legend of Sleepy 

Hollow’ would be a perfect way to complete the experience.” HHV can appeal to tourists 

spending a full day in the area by advertising the “Home of the Legend” event as featuring both 

children’s activities and an educational tour. The webpage and other publications about 

Sunnyside should note that tourists can choose which parts of the event they want to engage with 

                                                
928 HHV responded to my inquiries about this survey’s results with their policy against making 
this information available to people who do not work for the organization.  
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as well as mention the picnic areas on property and the opportunity visitors have to roam and 

linger on the grounds. By noting the variety of activities embedded in this event, HHV 

placemakers can cast their net as widely as possible over the crowds coming to the area around 

Halloween and appeal to visitors who, unlike cultural and literary tourists, may be less interested 

in a traditional historic site experience. 

Above all, Sunnyside placemakers should engage with the uncanny affect already at work 

at the site. That reviewers commonly reference senses of the Irvings’ presence, allochronism, and 

livableness indicates their visits already contain some elements of the uncanny. Sunnyside’s 

homeliness can, in the Halloween season particularly, be framed as unhomely and uncanny: 

indeed, a house that seems livable and lived in but where no one can reside can easily be framed 

as creepy. While I do not suggest HHV advertise Sunnyside as a haunted site or put visitor 

accounts like the review describing “a paranormal experience” on Sunnyside’s website as 

testimonial, HHV placemakers should engage the uncanny at Sunnyside with other tactics.929 

Emphasizing the tourism imaginary of allochronism is one way docents currently assign meaning 

to experiences of the familiar made strange at Sunnyside. I recommend docents continue this 

practice and further utilize such references to explain if not excuse some of the accessibility 

challenges of the site. In specifically promoting a sense of the cottage as a place suspended in 

time, much as Irving described Sleepy Hollow in the “Legend,” docents can direct visitors’ 

attention to their bodily experience as offering them continuity with the people of the past. The 

October 2019 TripAdvisor reviewer who observed “So interesting to see the scale of 

everything—people were definitely shorter and smaller than we are now” demonstrates how this 

                                                
929 TripAdvisor, May 2019. 



 333 

practice might offer both a memorably bodily sense of the past and a justification for the small 

spaces about which many other reviewers complained.  

HHV placemakers should also clarify the intended audiences for the cottage tours and 

activities on the grounds during “Home of the Legend” days. This would enable more of a 

separation between the historical and kitschy: the cottage would not need Halloween decorations 

like spiders in bedrooms to keep children’s attention, and the script could be changed to offer 

more information about Irving. Visitors primarily interested in the Halloween theming of the 

event or the plot of the “Legend” could be directed instead to the storyteller performances 

already part of “Home of the Legend” days. Keeping the more modern Halloween décor and 

theming out of the cottage would support allochronism and the sense that the home is both 

livable and lived in by the still-invested Irvings. Focusing the cottage tour script on Irving and 

his family’s life in the cottage would likewise differentiate Sunnyside from the historic site 

mansions in the area that garner comparison online. Sunnyside is unique in the area as an 

author’s home and further as the home of an author whose work frequently employs the uncanny. 

The site’s uncanny affect can be positioned as a draw for tourists visiting during the Halloween 

season especially without sacrificing the educational and historical focus on the author.930 

If, as contemporary tourism studies literature suggests, tourists now function in a self-

aware, postmodern mode and primarily pursue existential authenticity, promoting uncanny affect 

at Sunnyside is a worthwhile angle for HHV placemakers to explore. Online reviews of 

Sunnyside already suggest visitors value allochronism and livableness, both related to the 

                                                
930 I address tactics for affective control in tourism in Chapters 5 and 8 more fully, but I have 
suggested some specifically relevant to Sunnyside throughout this chapter: for instance, having 
docents direct visitors’ attention to their bodily experience during the tour and separating themed 
children’s activities to promote allochronism during cottage tours. 



 334 

uncanny and existential authenticity. The cottage is a familiar but strange home, and, again, 

Irving’s presence—whether interpreted as figurative or supernatural—is thematically consistent 

with the uncanny. Engaging uncanny affect would in fact enable Sunnyside placemakers to 

foreground Irving more during the “Home of the Legend” event.  

7.4 Conclusion 

This last point—that Sunnyside’s uncanny affect can be utilized to advance the 

educational Irving-focused parts of the “Home of the Legend” event days—is particularly salient 

during the bicentennial celebration. As I mentioned, HHV circulated an email survey to people 

who had bought tickets to Sunnyside online during the 2019 Halloween season inquiring about 

familiarity with the “Legend” and interest in Irving. While both my fieldwork and analysis of 

Google and TripAdvisor reviews indicated most visitors have not read the “Legend” and know 

little about Irving before they arrive at Sunnyside, my research has also made it clear that the 

HHV staff, especially Sunnyside’s docents, are extremely knowledgeable about the author. By 

orienting the cottage tour more toward adults interested in Irving’s life and time in the home, 

HHV placemakers can utilize the resources they have in their docents to better offer both 

education and existential authenticity at Sunnyside. Further, situating Sunnyside definitively as 

an educational, Irving-focused destination open during the day would fill a gap in full-day tours 

of the area during the Halloween season. 

“Who is the dominant spirit of Sleepy Hollow country now,” I asked a Sunnyside 

employee in October 2019, “Irving or the Headless Horseman?” 

“I would say Irving,” she responded, “but that’s for me. For everyone else, it’s the 

Headless Horseman.” 
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Next, I turn to another Sleepy Hollow area destination where uncanny affect circulates to 

offer experiences of existential authenticity to visitors in the Halloween season. The uncanny 

affect that is unavoidable and can be made productive for tourism at Sunnyside finds its double 

at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, where Halloween season events turn the operational cemetery to a 

pumpkin-centric fairground.  
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8. THE UNCANNY AS THEMING RESOURCE: SLEEPY 

HOLLOW CEMETERY AND THE OLD DUTCH CHURCH 

8.1 Introduction 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and the Old Dutch Church are among the most popular 

destinations in Sleepy Hollow. As settings directly present in Washington Irving’s “The Legend 

of Sleepy Hollow,” which themes the villages of Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown and much of the 

surrounding area, and the burial place of both the author and the inspirations for many of his 

“Legend” characters, these sites’ prime position in Sleepy Hollow’s tourism industry seems 

natural. However, as evidenced by SHC and the ODC’s topping of TripAdvisor, Atlas Obscura, 

and blog lists of destinations in the area, these sites appeal to more than just literary tourists with 

an interest in Irving and his “Legend.”931 SHC and the ODC’s status as major tourist sites for the 

area springs from their placemakers’ utilization of uncanny affect as a theming device to create 

unique tourist experiences and fundraising opportunities for these two separately-run, not-for-

profit organizations. 

I contend the affect circulating through SHC and the ODC and grounds takes the form of 

a pervasive sense of the uncanny. Emotionally, this sense involves discomfort or anxiety; 

presence on the grounds—and thus participation in their affect—also entails a mental 

                                                
931 “Things to Do in Sleepy Hollow,” TripAdvisor, https://www.tripadvisor.com/Attractions-
g48622-Activities-Sleepy_Hollow_New_York.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021); “4 
Cool, Hidden, and Unusual Things to Do in Sleepy Hollow, New York,” Atlas Obscura, 
https://www.atlasobscura.com/things-to-do/sleepy-hollow-new-york (Date Last Accessed, 
February 1, 2021); Ross D. Levi, “A Fall Weekend in Sleepy Hollow, NY,” I Love New York 
(blog), Aug. 15, 2019, https://www.iloveny.com/blog/post/a-fall-weekend-in-sleepy-hollow/ 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021); Holly Riddle, “24 Hours in Sleepy Hollow,” 
TravelMag, March 3, 2020, https://www.travelmag.com/articles/24h-sleepy-hollow/ (Date Last 
Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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foregrounding of death and mortality, as well as other classically uncanny themes like darkness, 

being buried alive, and the return of the dead, amongst others. The feel of the place extends 

across its multiple purposes. I argue placemakers’ uses of SHC and the ODC for the Old Dutch 

Church Fest and other events creates uncanny affect as the familiar setting of a cemetery is 

strangely transformed to festival grounds. Then, I interrogate the tensions inherent in balancing 

the sacredness of the cemetery space and its community role with touristic and fundraising 

efforts, concluding with suggestions for placemaking with the uncanny ethically. 

The dissonance of touristic activity at this still-operational cemetery promotes an 

uncanny affect that prompts anxiety and discomfort through juxtaposition of the humorous with 

the “deadly” serious. The discomfort that accompanies uncanny affect can be meaningfully 

utilized for theming of haunted attractions and Halloween season events. However, at historic 

sites and places like cemeteries, courting the uncanny for these purposes is ethically complicated. 

Nonprofit sites and cultural preservation organizations must consider what is gained and lost 

when managing uncanny affect, weighing the consequences of touristic placemaking efforts for 

all stakeholders. SHC’s management of uncanny affect illuminates salient concerns about 

nonprofits and placemaking, cemeteries’ roles in communities, and the nature of sacred places. 

The popularity of SHC and the ODC, leading tourist sites in the Sleepy Hollow area, reveals that 

the inherent uncanniness of the cemetery setting, especially when paired with a narrative with 

related themes, like Irving’s “Legend,” can be a valuable theming resource offering a unique 

appeal for tourists. In an article on cemetery tourism in Loures, Portugal, Ana Paula Assunçāo 

explains that cemeteries, as “socially constructed spaces” that emphasize “the close connection 

between the legacy of the absent and the history owned by the present,” are meaningful spaces 

that serve as “testimonies, memories, information, and symbols that bind the community and 
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allow for the creation of references and connections to the present.”932 Thus, Assunçāo 

continues, they “contain a tremendous tourist potential.”933 SHC has capitalized on this potential 

to become a top destination in the Sleepy Hollow area. 

Following affect scholars Kathleen Stewart and Kerryn Drysdale in particular, my 

approach in this chapter draws from scene studies perspectives and methods. Scenes, as nebulous 

groupings of affective encounters that cross spaces and temporalities, can be tricky objects of 

study to render in academic terms. As Drysdale writes,  

[A] scene is better conceived as a site of affective investments in experiences that 
often can’t be quantified or collated in ways that can provide a representationally 
stable account. Indeed, scenes often draw on experiences of indeterminate 
relationality that can push against developed cultural models. How can something 
of the force of local cultural feeling be captured in ways that balance competing 
demands between evocation and representation, between mediation and 
interpretation?934  
 

Affect theorists often frame their work with descriptive vignettes, as Stewart uses in her 

pioneering 2007 text Ordinary Affects, to communicate a sense of what participation in a scene 

would be like phenomenologically. Scholars rely on participatory witnessing to build their own 

account of the scene as well as collect accounts of affective experience from other participants 

in—co-creators of—the scene.935 In combination, these accounts reveal shared practices, 

significant spaces, and everyday experiences within the scene. Through a rhetorical lens, it is 

evident that these shared practices, attachments, and experiences are made ideologically 

                                                
932 Ana Paula Assunçāo, “Cemetery Tourism in Loures: The Value of the Transfiguration of a 
Cemetery,” Finisterra: Revista Portuguesa de Geografia 54, no. 111 (2019): 41. 
933 Assunçāo, 41. 
934 Drysdale, “Scene Thinking,” 7. 
935 As scenes unfold, the scholar’s physical presence and involvement is necessary to attune 
bodily and empathetically to it; hence, affect theorists examining scenes utilize the sensory 
ethnography methods I address throughout this project and especially in Chapter 2 on 
methodology. 
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meaningful to participants through bodily involvement, as I developed in Chapter 5. Thomas 

Rickert’s framework of ambient rhetoric likewise guides my discussion of SHC and the ODC in 

its understanding that affective, ambient qualities of space constitute their own means of 

persuasion. 

Ethnographic field visits, participant observation, and interviews are the core of my 

approach here as throughout this project. I synthesize ethnographic data from visits to SHC and 

the ODC during the Halloween seasons of 2017, 2018, and 2019, as well as during 2019 spring 

events, namely the bicentennial press conference and kickoff event, the Lit Fest that serves as the 

central subject of Chapter 5. Certainly, the uncanny is not the only affective force circulating 

through the cemetery, and affects register slightly differently to every participant based on 

individual life experiences and ideologies. However, to study affect at all recognizes that while it 

is true that affects are not felt identically by every person who experiences the same place or 

event, there are shared qualities of affective experience that can be revealed through 

ethnographic field methods. 

In this chapter, I focus on touristic uses of the Cemetery, Church, and churchyard as 

venue for festivals and events. I have chosen not to focus on tours specifically: tours are operated 

by SHC and the ODC separately, tour content varies with season and theme, and a significant 

portion of Chapter 6 on Sunnyside focuses on the cottage tours. While certainly the tour script 

and docents’ choices have rhetorical power, as does the path and chronology of each tour, I am 

most concerned in this chapter with affect. Touring SHC and the ODC, whether independently or 

through an organized group tour, calls on visitors to engage with the affective qualities of these 

spaces. These sites’ uncanny affect, though, is not restricted to tours and self-guided visits. 

Participants in both these activities likely arrive already interested in Irving, the “Legend,” or at 
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least adaptations of it, and by signing up for tours they display willingness to listen to historical 

background at length; attendees of events and the Old Dutch Church Fest have not expressly 

signed up for cemetery tours and are thus a more varied population responding to the same affect 

as well as the uncanny juxtapositions of the cemetery’s use for recreation. 

8.2 Background: Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and the Old Dutch Church  

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is an approximately 85-acre cemetery opened in 1849.936 SHC 

is both on the cutting edge of burial practices, offering natural internment options, and 

entrenched in its own cultural history.937 The Cemetery continues to sell plots while holding a 

top spot on lists of attractions in the Sleepy Hollow area.938 SHC staff offer walking tours in the 

spring, summer, and fall; as a nonprofit, the Cemetery’s website explains, “[a]ll tour proceeds go 

directly towards preservation and restoration of the grounds.”939 Visitors are welcome year-round 

during daylight hours. Large groups, though, must alert SHC staff to their visit beforehand and 

will be accompanied by a staff member around the property: the Cemetery’s webpage about 

walking tours reminds guests, “Please note that the cemetery is private property, owned by its 

                                                
936 This acreage according to Sleepy Hollow Cemetery’s Historic Fund webpage: “The Sleepy 
Hollow Cemetery Historic Fund,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/historic-fund/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
Elsewhere on the website, the Cemetery is reported to be 90 acres in size: “Sleepy Hollow 
Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-
events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
937 “Natural Burial Grounds,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/burial-
options/natural-burial-grounds/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
938 On TripAdvisor, Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is listed at #2 for “Things to Do in Sleepy 
Hollow,” behind Kykuit. The Old Dutch Church is the top attraction in Sleepy Hollow on Atlas 
Obscura. 
939 “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 
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low owners, and funerals occur most days of the week.”940 Community members and tourists 

alike are invited to attend special events at the Cemetery: in the winter months, SHC hosts owl 

demonstrations; closer to Halloween, walking tour options expand and lantern-lit events are a 

major draw.941 Night photography workshops, themed tours like the “Murder and Mayhem” 

historical tour about sensational deaths of select permanent residents of the Cemetery and 

churchyard, and “Champagne Cocktails with the Dead” in the mausoleum are some such 

Halloween season events.942  

Often conflated with SHC, the Old Dutch Church of Sleepy Hollow and Old Dutch 

Burying Ground are connected to the Cemetery but are separately owned.943 Now part of the 

Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, services are still held at the ODC for Christmas, Easter, and 

summer weekends, and the church is used as a venue for fall events. According to the Church’s 

website, the ODC is a National Historic Landmark (as is SHC) and “the oldest extant church in 

                                                
940 “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 
941 “Special Events,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/category/special-events/ (Date Last Accessed, March 1, 2020).  
942 “Photography Workshops,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/photography-workshops/ (Date Last Accessed, February 
1, 2021); “Champagne Cocktails with the Dead,” Visit Sleepy Hollow, 
http://www.visitsleepyhollow.com/things-to-do/champagne-cocktails-with-the-dead/ (Date Last 
Accessed, March 1, 2020). 
943 Throughout this chapter, I aim to make distinctions between SHC and the ODC when 
relevant. Because the two are largely considered a cohesive cemetery—particularly by tourists 
and others not overly familiar with the area—and frequently collaborate on events, I refer their 
shared affect. In the words of a SHC employee I spoke with in May 2019: “We are a 
nondenominational 90-acre cemetery and the Old Dutch Churchyard is about two and a half 
acres and it is owned by the Dutch Reformed Church. Not affiliated with us, [but] we’re very 
good neighbors of course.” While there are differences between the two, particularly related to 
the ODC’s status as part of a religious organization, I have limited my discussion here to what is 
most necessary for understanding the setting of SHC and the ODC as a case study in ambient 
rhetoric.  
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New York,” constructed in 1685.944 The three-acre burying ground is likely older than the church 

structure it surrounds.945 In the fall, the Church and its grounds host the Old Dutch Church Fest, 

which features, according to the Visit Sleepy Hollow website, “Food, beverages, tours of the 

church and burying ground. Maybe even the headless horseman himself!”946 During the area’s 

most popular tourism season, “The Reformed Church partners with Historic Hudson Valley to 

present several dramatic readings of ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ in the fall.”947 

Both organizations benefit greatly from the area’s tourism industry and their connection 

to Irving and his “Legend.” SHC’s website includes a page on “Things to Do: Visiting Sleepy 

Hollow,” recommending to visitors interested in the “Legend” that “there are three places you 

won’t want to miss: Irving’s resting place in his beloved Sleepy Hollow, his home in Tarrytown 

[Sunnyside in Irvington], and the churchyard he made famous.”948 The page devoted to the ODC 

on the Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns website is titled “The Church that Inspired the 

Legend” and begins with a passage from the “Legend” and a paragraph on the site’s connection 

to the local author.949 “Ever since the publication of ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ in 1819-

1820,” the description reads, “visitors have come to see where Ichabod Crane led the choir and 

                                                
944 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
This year appears on the church bell. 
945 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
946 “Old Dutch Church,” Visit Sleepy Hollow, http://visitsleepyhollow.com/historic-sites/old-
dutch-church (Date Last Accessed, March 1, 2020). 
947 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
The two organizations also collaborate on readings of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol 
around the holidays. 
948 “Things to Do,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/things-to-
do/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
949 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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courted Katrina Van Tassel among the old gravestones in the churchyard, and looked for the 

grave of the Headless Horseman in the Old Burying Ground.”950 Jonathan Kruk describes this 

frequent touristic practice in his book Legends and Lore of Sleepy Hollow and the Hudson 

Valley, though he casts doubt on the accuracy of most visitors’ assumptions about which 

gravestones correspond with the story’s characters.951 Especially since Irving specifically 

mentions the Horseman’s body rests in the ODC yard—“refer[ring],” Kruk explains, “to the 

unmarked potter’s field in a northeast corner, where the poor and outcasts […] would have been 

interred”—Kruk notes that “[c]uriosity inexorably moves people to want to separate the facts on 

Balt[us Van Tassel], Brom, Katrina and Ichabod from Irving’s fiction.”952  

There is no question that the ODC and burying ground are the basis for the setting of the 

“Legend” as Irving was involved with both the Church and SHC, then called Tarrytown 

Cemetery.953 Irving himself pushed for the renaming of the Cemetery; as a docent remarked in 

2019, “he had a book to sell!”954 The SHC website features the text of an 1849 letter Irving wrote 

to the then-editor of Knickerbocker Magazine.955 In the letter, Irving reveals his intention to be 

buried in what was then Tarrytown Cemetery himself, alongside his parents and brother Peter 

whom he had reinterned in a family plot, and offers an insight consist with his lifelong interest in 

and talent for placemaking: “‘The projectors are plain matter-of-fact men, but are already, I 

                                                
950 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
951 Kruk, Legends, 96, 116-118. 
952 Kruk, 96. 
953 “The Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Historic Fund,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/historic-fund/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
954 Sleepy Hollow Cemetery employee, in discussion with the author, May 2019. 
955 “Washington Irving Plot Restoration,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/support-us/restoration-projects/ (Date Last Accessed, February 
1, 2021). 
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believe, aware of the blunder which they have committed in naming it the ‘Tarrytown,’ instead 

of the ‘Sleepy Hollow’ Cemetery. The latter name would have been enough of itself to secure the 

patronage of all desirous of sleeping quietly in their graves.’”956 The SHC webpage’s 

introduction to the letter explains, “Irving was responsible for having the foresight to rename the 

cemetery for the benefit of the community. Irving was not only a story teller, he was the man 

who understood the significance of the beauty and serenity that the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery had 

to offer.”957  

Irving was likewise inspired by the ODC, which, the Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns 

website clarifies, “was already old when Irving first saw it.”958 Already by Irving’s time, “it was 

retained for worship on summer Sundays and special holidays” as it is today.959 Even more at the 

end of his life than when he wrote the “Legend,” Irving was disturbed by the rapid change in 

New York City and saw the Sleepy Hollow area as a slower-paced sanctuary. Biographer 

Andrew Burstein writes,  

As lower Manhattan was being transformed and Beekman Street was to be 
widened, he had rescued his parents from the Irving vault in the Beekman Street 
churchyard. In what their son called a ‘solemn and sacred duty,’ William and 
Sarah Irving were deposited in undisturbed earth next to the Old Dutch Church in 
Sleepy Hollow. He had purchased a family plot, shaded by oaks, and erected an 
iron railing around it, removing the family, he said, from ‘that restless city where 
nothing is sacred.’960 
 

                                                
956 Qtd. in “Washington Irving Plot Restoration,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/support-us/restoration-projects/ (Date Last Accessed, February 
1, 2021). For background on the Irving family plot, see Burstein, 318-319; Jones, 395-396. 
957 “Washington Irving Plot Restoration,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/support-us/restoration-projects/ (Date Last Accessed, February 
1, 2021). 
958 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
959 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
960 Burstein, Knickerbocker, 318-319. 
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Today, both the Church and Cemetery capitalize on their connection to Irving in calls for 

donations to support upkeep. The Restoration Projects page on SHC’s website implores: 

“Washington Irving needs your help to live on for future generations. The Irving family plot is in 

need of $5,000 worth of repairs. Grass has been worn away by countless visitors to the plot, 

retaining walls are crumbling, shrubs are ragged and dying after several hard winters, and 

numerous grave stones need to be reset.”961 Likewise, the Old Dutch Church Fest held 

throughout the month of October and themed around the “Legend” is a benefit event for the 

Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns and supports upkeep of the church structure and grounds.  

Just as religious services are still held at the ODC, SHC is an operational cemetery still 

interning new residents to add to its existing population of 40,000.962 The Cemetery’s website, 

which includes a seven-page version of Irving’s “Legend,” a list of famous internments and 

downloadable map for locating some of them, and multiple pages about events, also advertises a 

variety of burial options. The text of the page on the Community Mausoleum begins, “Be among 

those fortunate enough to share in the idyllic repose of this historic resting place” and closes with 

“We invite you to find your resting place in Sleepy Hollow.”963  

In addition to mausoleum space and traditional cemetery plots, SHC “has become part of 

a very small and elite group of burial places in the country, which afford the deceased a ‘natural’ 

                                                
961 “Washington Irving Plot Restoration,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/support-us/restoration-projects/ (Date Last Accessed, February 
1, 2021). 
962 “The Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Historic Fund,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/historic-fund/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
963 “The Community Mausoleum,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/burial-options/mausoleum/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 
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or ‘green’ burial option.”964 According to SHC’s webpage explaining this option, “the Riverview 

Natural Burial Grounds is a sustainable space. No inorganic fertilizers or pesticides are used on 

this land. There is no embalming. Only untreated biodegradable, natural materials may be used 

in the construction of the casket or shroud. Even cremation urns must be fabricated of organic 

materials such as corn starch, salt, or untreated woods.”965 SHC President David Logan is quoted 

on this page, expressing pride in SHC’s ability to offer natural options and assuring, “our natural 

burial grounds are not just a parcel randomly put aside. It constitutes the choicest of locations at 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. It is unmatched in its natural beauty. For those seeking a burial in 

harmony with the environment, Riverview is the ‘Natural’ choice.”966 SHC is thus not only a 

still-operational cemetery but an evolving and innovative one. The reminder that “funerals occur 

most days of the week” on SHC’s Walking Tours webpage is short but impactful.967 

Both SHC and the ODC are involved in the bicentennial celebration of Irving’s 

“Legend.” During the May 2019 Lit Fest event I address in Chapter 5, SHC served as a 

scavenger hunt site, and docents circulated throughout the event. In contrast to usual touristic 

appearances of a Headless Horseman performer, during the Lit Fest, a costumed Irving 

impersonator interacted with guests in front of Irving’s grave—an uncanny presentation of the 

return of the dead. SHC also hosted an Everybody’s Reading the Legend event in its Washington 

                                                
964 “Natural Burial Grounds,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/burial-
options/natural-burial-grounds/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
965 “Natural Burial Grounds,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/burial-
options/natural-burial-grounds/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
966 Qtd. in “Natural Burial Grounds,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/burial-options/natural-burial-grounds/ (Date Last Accessed, 
February 1, 2021). 
967 “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 
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Irving Memorial Chapel in November 2019.968 The ODC was likewise a participant in the Lit 

Fest. The April 2019 press conference for the bicentennial was held inside the Church, and 

refreshments—including a sheet cake picturing Irving’s face, since the event was held on April 

3, the famous author’s birthday—were served in a tent set up on the burying ground. A Headless 

Horseman performer astride a black horse circled the Church during the event, and the pair posed 

for photos in the churchyard before and after. 

8.3 Theming the Cemetery 

8.3.1 Theming with the Uncanny 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and Old Dutch Church officials engage the uncanny in their 

participation in the Sleepy Hollow area’s tourism industry. While the Cemetery and churchyard 

benefit from connections to Irving’s “Legend” and do utilize this association for theming, the 

cemetery setting also themes itself. Visitors’ expectations are shaped by their cultural and 

personal understandings of cemeteries, reasons for visiting them, and appropriate behavior 

within them. Craig Young and Duncan Light discuss cemeteries as “alternative spaces,” a 

distinction academics frequently assign to cemeteries and other sites of dark tourism.969 Young 

and Light contest this understanding of cemeteries as alternative and “explore how such spaces 

can be seen as in a continual tension between the rather mundane, unreflexive practices of daily 

life and sets of transgressive, disruptive, sub-cultural alternative rituals and performances.”970 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, as an operational cemetery continually accepting new internments as 

                                                
968 Deb Kuupuaonaona McCue, “Reading the Legend of Sleepy Hollow in Sleepy Hollow,” 
Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, Nov. 22, 2019, https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/3041-
2/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
969 Craig Young and Duncan Light, “Interrogating Spaces of and for the Dead as ‘Alternative 
Space’: Cemeteries, Corpses and Sites of Dark Tourism,” International Review of Social 
Research 6, no. 2 (2016): 61. 
970 Young and Light, “Alternative,” 61. 
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well as a tourist site hosting festivals, events, and casual tourist traffic, illustrates the odd dual 

position cemeteries often hold in communities.  

Young and Light suggest that for scholars examining the cemetery primarily “[a]s a 

deathscape which contains the bodies of the dead it may seem almost self-evident to consider the 

cemetery as an ‘Other’ or ‘different’ type of space that is clearly differentiated from the 

‘everyday’ spaces of the living.”971 In this conception, the cemetery is “a bounded, closed world 

of sacred space” separate from everyday life and practices and can be aligned with Michel 

Foucault’s “heterotopia.”972 However, Young and Light point to the history of cemeteries as part 

of communities rather than marginal spaces:  

For centuries the Christian cemetery in Britain was not a marginal (still less an 
‘alternative’) space. Instead, until the late eighteenth century the cemetery was 
located next to the parish church. Therefore cemeteries were central (in both 
geographical and social terms) to the life of the community. The dead were 
interred in the heart of the community and the presence of the corpse was not 
regarded as threatening or terrifying.973 
 

In the twentieth century, cemeteries became more “clearly differentiated from the everyday and 

the ways in which they were used became much narrower.”974 Their design changed from “the 

extravagant garden landscapes of the nineteenth century cemetery” to “sober sites of 

remembrance, typified by the ‘lawn cemetery’ of order and discipline.”975  

Today, cemeteries as third spaces represent rare green space in cities and can be used as 

parks and setting for “leisure activities such as recreational walking, dog-walking, jogging, 

                                                
971 Young and Light, 64. 
972 Young and Light, 64. The authors note Foucault specifically refers to cemeteries “as a form of 
heterotopia since it is a space that is connected to, but is unlike, ‘ordinary’ spaces” (Young and 
Light, 64). 
973 Young and Light, 64. 
974 Young and Light, 65. 
975 Young and Light, 65. 
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sunbathing and eating lunch.”976 While for visitors who use cemeteries in this way, “cemeteries 

are peaceful and non-threatening places and the fact the cemetery is a place of burial is incidental 

or irrelevant,” Young and Light also acknowledge that cemeteries have a long history as 

“settings for a range of anti-social behaviour and can be sites for ‘dark’ (or deviant) leisure 

activities including drug-taking, drinking and sexual encounters.”977 And, the authors continue, 

in many cases cemeteries have joined local tourism sectors as heritage sites with “distinctive 

architecture, monuments and statuary,” making them “potentially educational resources in the 

same way as any other heritage attraction.”978 

As a historic village rather than an urban city, Sleepy Hollow does not rely on the 

Cemetery to provide green space. Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is a large park space; however, 

residents also have access to nearby Patriot’s Park, the central area of the Lit Fest discussed in 

Chapter 5, which is better outfitted for picnicking, includes a playground, and is open to the 

public past 4:30 p.m., when SHC’s grounds close. The Cemetery serves twentieth-century 

purposes of private mourning for locals while existing simultaneously as a tourist space. Irving’s 

grave and other famous internments are an attraction year-round, but in the Halloween season as 

well as during other themed events around April 3—Irving’s birthday—SHC and the ODC 

become a tourist venue with pumpkin décor.979  

                                                
976 Young and Light, 65. Recreational runners have an interesting discourse about using 
cemetery space in this way, as demonstrated in an online Runner’s World magazine article titled 
“I Love Running in Graveyards, but Is That Okay?”: Kate Mooney, “I Love Running in 
Graveyards, but Is That Okay?”, Runner’s World, Oct. 31, 2018, 
https://www.runnersworld.com/runners-stories/a24481817/i-love-running-in-graveyards-but-is-
that-ok/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021).   
977 Young and Light, “Alternative,” 65. 
978 Young and Light, 65. 
979 “Famous Internments,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/about/famous-interments/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 
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Perhaps above all other uses of the cemetery, SHC employees view their work as cultural 

preservation. An employee involved in organizing tours and events explained engaging with 

tourism is “a way to raise funds for the long-term preservation of the monuments and memorials 

that are here.”980 Tours, special events, and the Old Dutch Church Fest are the result of efforts to 

“think outside the box” to fund upkeep: “When you’re running a cemetery or preserving a church 

that was built in the 1680s, you have to think not in a five- or ten-year plan, but, you know, 

hundreds of years.”981 These events’ purpose is presented as a draw: for example, the online 

description for the 2019 Champagne Cocktails with the Dead event reminds potential attendees, 

“Fundraising events like these help ensure the long-term preservation of the cemetery by keeping 

the history alive for visitors.”982 Likewise, the tour page of SHC’s website indicates, “All tour 

proceeds go directly towards preservation and restoration of the grounds.”983 Part of the appeal 

of visiting the Cemetery and Churchyard is the opportunity to help preserve historic grounds and 

contribute to a community, a feel-good prospect even for tourists who are not long-term 

members of that community. These reminders that ticket prices are donations to preservation 

funds also encourages tourists to participate in paid events rather than roam the grounds on their 

own for free. 

Cemeteries, as classic spaces of the dead, are uncanny settings in themselves. In their 

collection exploring place and space in relationship to death, Avril Maddrell and James D. 

                                                
980 Sleepy Hollow Cemetery employee, in discussion with the author, May 2019. 
981 Sleepy Hollow Cemetery employee, in discussion with the author, May 2019. 
982 “Champagne Cocktails with the Dead,” Visit Sleepy Hollow, 
http://www.visitsleepyhollow.com/things-to-do/champagne-cocktails-with-the-dead/ (Date Last 
Accessed, March 1, 2020). 
983 “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 



 351 

Sidaway take up “the broad heading of deathscapes to invoke both the places associated with 

death and for the dead, and how these are imbued with meanings and associations: the site of a 

funeral, and the places of final disposition and of remembrance, and representations of all 

these.”984 Cemeteries are among the most obvious of such spaces, though Maddrell and Sidaway 

note places personally meaningful to dead loved ones and virtual spaces of memorial are as 

much deathscapes as battlegrounds or hospice care facilities.985 As Royle describes, the uncanny 

is connected to “above all death and corpses, cannibalism, live burial, and the return of the 

dead,” as well as darkness, and “it is perhaps inseparable from an apprehension, however 

fleeting, of something that should have remained secret and hidden but has come to light.”986 In 

cemeteries, the absent dead are revealed in the unseen but understood presence of their bodies 

and on stones that remember their names. Cemeteries and mortuaries, at least in so-called 

Western culture, are some of the only spaces dedicated outright to “death and corpses,” and thus 

cannot escape their connection to the uncanny.  

Growing interest in cemetery tourism signifies cemetery managers are increasingly 

recognizing their sites’ touristic draw as a potential stream of revenue. Postmodern tourism 

trends away from mass tourism and toward a wider range of destinations have enabled smaller, 

                                                
984 Maddrell and Sidaway, Deathscapes, 4. 
985 As Maddrell and Sidaway point out, cemeteries and other spaces obviously connected with 
the dead are not the sole spaces of mourning and mortality: “[T]here is the obvious significance 
of the cemetery, crash site or war memorial, as spaces creating their own emotional geographies 
for the bereaved, but, […]if we probe further there are other types of space pertinent to our 
understanding of death and mourning conceptually and in terms of practical care of the dying 
and bereaved” (2-3). Other spaces, particularly those personally connected to a dead loved one 
“such as the seat in the bar, the sports club, place of worship or workplace,” domestic spaces, 
and “the body as space,” as well as virtual spaces of mourning like tribute pages, can be 
considered deathscapes as well (Maddrell and Sidaway 3). 
986 Royle, Uncanny, 2. 
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unconventional spaces to garner tourist traffic.987 As Assunçāo explains, “The 21st century 

brought the need for reframing the cemetery and its potential, combining both the material and 

non-material cultural heritage that may be visited, with the in situ, which is to say the 

interpretative, tourist space.”988 In cemetery tourism, as a type of dark or thanatourism, “The 

cemetery is the tourist product. Whether it is through a pre-established or free itinerary, walking 

around the graves, the engravings and the epitaphs gives the opportunity to experience a site with 

the same ease as sitting on a bench and listening to the silence.”989 The significance of affect is 

clear in Assunçāo’s description here. Much of the touristic activity she observes at Loures 

Municipal Cemetery in Lisbon, Portugal, can be summarized as taking in the ambiance: 

“walking around the graves” or “sitting on a bench and listening to the silence” are 

contemplative practices enacted in an environment that prompts visitors to consider mortality.  

SHC placemakers have recognized the draw of the cemetery environs for tourists and 

now capitalize on the uncanny affect circulating on their grounds to fund their preservation work. 

In engaging with the Sleepy Hollow tourism industry, SHC engages the uncanny affect of both 

the area and their own site. Thus, the cemetery’s connections to the uncanny as a deathscape 

theme the site and open possibilities for fundraising through Halloween season events and 

spring, summer, and fall tours. Cemetery decision makers participate in Sleepy Hollow tourism 

self-consciously; for example, the contact page of the SHC website suggests visitors submit 

feedback if “you had the best time you’ve ever had in a cemetery and have been dying to tell us. 

Ok, that didn’t come out right, but you get the point.”990 The inherent uncanniness of the 

                                                
987 Urry and Larsen, Gaze, 102, 113. 
988 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 42. 
989 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 54. 
990 “Contact Us,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/contact-form/ (Date 
Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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cemetery setting, particularly combined with its context within the Sleepy Hollow tourism 

industry and its connection to Irving, center Sleepy Hollow Cemetery as a must-see destination. 

8.3.2 Theming with the “Legend” 

Aware of this positionality, SHC and ODC placemakers participate in theming around the 

“Legend” by decorating Irving’s grave around Halloween, hosting the Old Dutch Church Fest 

and other events, drawing from the story for place-names, and decorating maps with Headless 

Horseman iconography. This theming is less overt and pervasive than elsewhere in the area as 

SHC serves the community as a functioning cemetery, but there are still roads through the 

grounds named Horseman’s Ride and Crane Way. Drawing from Irving’s short story further 

themes SHC around the uncanny. Moreover, because the “Legend” is set in part within the 

Cemetery, SHC and the ODC can be considered literary tourism destinations as well. Theming 

around the local author reinforces and specifies preexisting uncanny affect while asserting a 

particular claim of authenticity, since Irving was personally involved with SHC in his lifetime. 

Still, the cemetery setting, even generalized away from its association with Irving and other 

famous internments, with its ambient spookiness is SHC and the ODC’s most salient resource for 

participating in Sleepy Hollow tourism. 

Tour leaders of course stop by Irving’s grave and speak about the author’s impact on 

local culture and early U.S. literature, but they also consistently mention Irving’s role in naming 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery to their groups. Thus, both the living and dead Irving are placed in 

direct relation to the Cemetery. Visitors on tours are directed to attend to their bodily 

emplacement in the same space Irving occupied in life in addition to their proximity to his 

remains. Both SHC’s website and physical maps note the location of Irving’s grave, and signs 

with the author’s name and arrows lead visitors from the Cemetery’s south gate to the author’s 
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gravestone. During the Lit Fest, an Irving impersonator accompanied by a cemetery employee 

answered questions and posed for photos by Irving’s grave; for many other events, the Headless 

Horseman appears and circles the churchyard.  

Apart from these SHC-originated efforts, during the Halloween season, vendors like local 

artists with tents on the grounds and souvenir sellers by the entrance emphasize SHC’s 

connection to Irving, selling mostly “Legend”-related merchandise. Tourists often perform the 

work of theming their visit to SHC themselves by seeking out graves (though, again, as Kruk 

notes, they frequently assume incorrect connections to the story) and taking photos on the 

Headless Horseman Bridge, carefully labeled on the SHC map as “not original.”991 For most 

visitors, the “Legend” seems to be at the front of their minds when walking in Sleepy Hollow 

Cemetery.  

While SHC has multiple famous internments, including the William Rockefeller 

mausoleum, Irving is a particular draw and likely the reason most tourists make the stop. 

However, once within the bounds of the large, historic cemetery, visitors are often struck by the 

monuments and creative gravestones. I have frequently seen other visitors taking photographs 

with weeping angel statues (a type of monument given renewed fame by the 2007 Doctor Who 

episode “Blink”); I have even seen small crowds accumulate outside an area with several 

weeping angels as tourists waited to take their own photos. Tour guides regularly point out 

impressive artistic features on graves, like sculptures of women as eternal mourners.  

Assunçāo notes that research on cemeteries generally “characterizes sculptures and 

monuments as fundamental and decisive elements for allowing cemeteries tours,” but in her case 

                                                
991 Kruk, Legends, 96. 
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study of Loures, there are few historic tombs and many are in disrepair.992 Instead, the main 

touristic draws were family graves and the opportunity to “enjoy moments of idleness, joy and 

affective appropriation of the testimony about Loures’ society”—to attune to the ambiance and 

consider one’s position in history.993 Dancausa Millán, Pérez Naranjo, Hernández Rojas, and 

Millan Vazquez de la Torre note that tourism companies organizing cemetery tours in Spain tend 

to “place more emphasis on the legend about the deceased person than on the architecture of the 

pantheon.”994 The authors assert cemeteries are considered “local heritage sites” and “open air 

museums,” and they “are presented as an alternative way of visiting and discovering the history 

and tradition of cities,” including through the life narratives of famous internments.995  

Celebrities buried in a cemetery can be a major draw for tourists otherwise unlikely to 

choose to visit such places, as with St. Louis Cemetery No. 1 in New Orleans, Louisiana; 

however, cemetery tourism is not solely connected to famous graves. Visiting cemeteries has 

also become “a special interest tourist activity” for tourists who are “allocentric, individualist, 

and enjoy[…] experiences in small groups.”996 These tourists seek out cemetery experiences 

even “in cemeteries without romantic tombs or monuments” and without concentrating on the 

particular individuals buried in those cemeteries.997 Assunçāo suggests cemetery placemakers 

appeal to this potential visitor stream by mediating the cemetery visit through tours as “added 

value experience[s] to the actual practice of cemetery tourism.”998 SHC benefits from a 

                                                
992 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 51. 
993 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 52. 
994 M.G. Dancausa Millán, L.M. Pérez Naranjo, R.D. Hernández Rojas, M.G. Millan Vazquez de 
la Torre, “Cemetery Tourism in Southern Spain: An Analysis of Demand,” Tourism and 
Hospitality Management 25, no. 1 (2019): 6. 
995 Millán et al, “Cemetery,” 6. 
996 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 53. 
997 Assunçāo, 56. 
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combination of famous internments, elaborate architecture, and well-organized tours, solidifying 

it as a desirable cemetery destination enhanced through local theming. 

8.3.3 Interpellation into the Carnivalesque 

Alongside these architectural and historical attractions, perhaps the most memorable 

element of a visit to Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is its uncanny ambiance and that affect’s 

resonance within each tourist’s body. At approximately 85 acres, SHC’s grounds are explored 

through long walks. The cemetery setting and natural, open-air environment inspire reflection 

and, by exposing visitors to the elements, reminds them of their continuity with and 

interdependence with rest of the Earth and its inhabitants. Like Ichabod, visitors may walk in 

reverie, and SHC visitors’ embodied recognition of their position in the world has deep 

resonance in context. The presence of gravestones brings death into view and immediacy, and 

cemetery ambiance is likely to spark thoughts of mortality. For U.S. Americans especially, 

whose culture typically relegates thought and discussion of death to the Halloween season, 

engaging with the uncanny can serve as valuable catharsis.  

Visiting deathscapes literally makes space for open consideration of mortality, death and 

dying, and the afterlife. Halloween historian David J. Skal writes, “At Halloween, the living 

often make themselves appear dead, but this is only one night of the calendar. Down at the local 

mortuary for the rest of the year, extraordinary measures are taken to make the dead seem alive. 

As commentators ranging from Elisabeth Kübler-Ross to Jessica Mitford have reminded us, 

American culture has considerable difficulty looking death in the eye.”999 Tourist experiences 

can constitute the same mode prompted by the Halloween holiday, particularly at sites of dark 

tourism, including cemeteries. As Millán, Naranjo, Rojas, and Torre suggest in their analysis of 

                                                
999 Skal, Holiday, 18. 



 357 

demand for cemetery tourism in Southern Spain, “Today, the consumption of dark tourism might 

conceivably yet unconsciously be replacing age-old mysterious rituals, where individuals in a 

tribe might have had to look death in the face in order to find meaning to their short and 

hazardous lives.”1000 I was struck to overhear, during the May 2019 Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest, a 

group of adults walking through Sleepy Hollow Cemetery comment: “It’s not even people, I 

mean, their souls aren’t down there.” These attendees’ bodily presence in the cemetery, even on 

a sunny afternoon in May during this literary event, guided their thought and conversation: the 

cemetery environment and its connotations interpellate visitors into the uncanny. 

Still, reflection on death at SHC, at least in touristic contexts of events or the Halloween 

season, likely hovers in the register this overheard comment suggests: light theorizing about the 

afterlife, some reflection on former trips to cemeteries for burials, reminders to children to be 

respectful. While visiting the Cemetery outside the Halloween season, embodied presence in this 

quiet deathscape may prompt more serious reflection. Around October, however, SHC 

placemakers temper the cemetery deathscape by draping the space in the carnivalesque. Mikhail 

Bakhtin centralizes “carnival laughter” as central to this spatial mode: this “festive laughter” 

both includes and “is directed at all and everyone.”1001 Participants are swept up in a laughter 

that recognizes the “droll aspect” of “[t]he entire world,” and “is ambivalent: it is gay, 

triumphant, and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and 

revives.”1002 A kitschy, humorous Halloween envelops Sleepy Hollow from September to early 

                                                
1000 Millán et al, “Cemetery,” 2. 
1001 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1984), 11. 
1002 Bakhtin, Rabelais, 11-12.  
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November; thus, the uncanny affect inherent at SHC is positioned as less threatening or 

overwhelming.  

Visitors can moderate their own experience by focusing on the campy qualities of 

Irving’s “Legend” as represented across Sleepy Hollow (pumpkin décor, Ichabod Ale) or just on 

the Halloween theming in general as presented through festive decorations, guests in costume, 

and Headless Horseman souvenir tents. The uncanny is in focus, but the festival atmosphere adds 

to SHC’s circulating affects a sense of shared, knowing laughter at the otherwise serious reality 

of mortality. Additionally, this laughter distinguishes death as a topic in this context from 

religious associations (even as the Old Dutch Church serves as partial setting). Bakhtin writes of 

“the special philosophical and utopian character of festive laughter and its orientation toward the 

highest spheres,” clarifying that in the carnivalesque particular framings have “faded away, but 

the all-human, universal, and utopian element has been retained” in this unifying ritual 

atmosphere.1003 

These carnival aspects of the SHC deathscape during the yearly Old Dutch Church Fest 

and other events are concentrated between SHC’s main entrance and Irving’s grave, so visitors 

who are interested in deeper or mournful reflection have plenty of space to walk the grounds and 

find a quiet place to sit. However, Bakhtin clarifies, when a carnival atmosphere is present, it is 

an enveloping affect: “Carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone 

participates because its very idea embraces all the people.”1004 While tourist experience at SHC 

likely varies more than comparable experience at Sunnyside, where visitors take structured tours 

of Irving’s cottage, central elements of engagement with uncanny affect due to bodily presence 
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in the cemetery environment and participation in the festive, humor-tinged atmosphere of 

Halloween season events at SHC are constants.  

Even for those who regularly visit graves at SHC, the Cemetery’s affect changes between 

September and November. Tourists, away from home and perhaps, as popular philosopher Alain 

de Botton suggests in his book of reflections on travel, more ready to think abstractly by virtue of 

being plucked from their everyday routines and experiences, might be comfortable engaging the 

uncanny either seriously or with humor during the trip.1005 Locals, for whom SHC might recall 

real encounters with death by hosting dead relatives and memories of burials, can use visits 

during SHC’s tourist season to engage with death in more comfortable ways through the seasonal 

context and connection to Irving’s “Legend.” 

Bodily presence in the cemetery makes the past tangible; walking past graves marked 

with birth and death dates makes the limited time allotted to each person explicit. Tour guides 

balance the phenomenal reality of the cemetery setting with the area’s carnival tone around 

Halloween with humor. For example, after pointing out an eternal mourner element on a large 

grave, a guide shared, “People have said she looks like Drew Barrymore. Now, I’m not going to 

comment on that,” to laughter from the tour group.1006 While SHC, particularly during the 

Halloween season, relieves some of the weightiness of mortality as subject matter through a 

carnivalesque environment connected to Irving’s humorous story, its status as a cemetery grants 

it an unshakable sacredness. Walking in any cemetery thus always holds some degree of 

seriousness for the walker.  

                                                
1005 Alain De Botton, The Art of Travel (New York: Vintage Books, 2004), 54: “Journeys are the 
midwives of thought. [….] There is an almost quaint correlation between what is before our eyes 
and the thoughts we are able to have in our heads: large thoughts at time requiring large views, 
and new thoughts, new places.” 
1006 October 2017. 
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8.4 Managing Affective Tensions 

The carnivalesque orientation of SHC in the Halloween season and at events like the 

Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest reveal SHC placemakers are conscious of the balance between the 

entertainingly touristic and deadly serious. A previously mentioned blurb on the website contact 

page reads: “Get in touch with Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and find out more about us. Maybe you 

took one of our tours but never got to ask your question. Or perhaps you had the best time you’ve 

ever had in a cemetery and have been dying to tell us. Ok [sic], that didn’t come out right, but 

you get the point.”1007 Meanwhile, burial option pages are serious in tone. The uncanny affect 

unavoidably present due to the cemetery context becomes a theming device and placemaking 

resource. SHC’s success in becoming a leading tourist site in the Sleepy Hollow area 

demonstrates that the uncanny need not be a negative force to manage: when emphasized and 

faced head on, the uncanny presents a contrast between life and death that serves as backdrop 

and inspiration for lively tourism. The cemetery’s status as deathscape brings death and the 

passage of time into visitors’ immediate consciousness. Employed rhetorically, the cemetery 

space reminds visitors of the importance of planning for an unknowable future and thus the value 

of preservation work. Foregrounding the uncanny thus becomes a powerful fundraising 

motivator for historical sites. 

As demand for cemetery tourism grows alongside dark tourism and tourist deathscapes, 

placemakers at related historic sites considering the tourism industry as a source of revenue and 

opportunity for education contend with multiple tensions.1008 As Urry and Larsen present 

through the figure of the post-tourist, successful tourist experiences today are increasingly 
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(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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diverse and appeal to special interest groups rather than mass tourist populations. Tourists seek 

out experiences that create a sense of existential authenticity, personal resonance and meaning-

making around a particular site that makes visitors feel true to their inner selves.1009 Assunçāo 

suggests this turn toward individually motivated and constituted experiences makes space for 

special interest tourist sites, including cemeteries as tourist destinations.1010 The specificity of 

historic sites, especially those associated with media products and thus eligible sites of fan 

tourism, positions them as similarly ideal destinations in this tourism industry shift.  

Historic site staff can face conflicts, however, when working to position their site as a 

tourist destination while fulfilling its mission as a nonprofit and its role in the surrounding 

community. For cemeteries specifically, these deathscapes’ status as sacred places can cause 

tensions around theming. The fundraising potential that participating in the tourism industry 

holds makes the decision to shape such sites for tourism highly appealing, especially in places 

like Sleepy Hollow, where existing touristic contexts make efforts to draw tourism more feasible. 

Placemakers at sites like SHC must manage the varying investments of historians and educators 

attached to the place’s cultural history, the surrounding community that benefits from historic 

sites’ nonprofit work, and tourists looking to pay for an entertaining experience. Maintaining 

open communication with all stakeholder groups, foregrounding fundraising efforts, and theming 

thoughtfully can mitigate these tensions. 

 

                                                
1009 Wang, “Rethinking.” Of course, tourists can have experience of existential authenticity at 
larger tourist sites, too; for example, frequent visitors to Disney parks regularly comment on 
connections to particular areas, attractions, and details that take on personal significance, which 
grants additional meaning to repeat visits. Wang’s description of existential authenticity as 
making tourists feel at home and fully themselves is relevant to these situations as well. 
1010 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 40. 
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8.4.1 Nonprofits and Placemaking with the Sacred 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization.1011 Further, SHC is a 

public charity, meaning its funding comes from a variety of sources rather than drawings its 

funds from a single family or corporation.1012 According to the IRS, such organizations often 

“[r]eceive income from the conduct of activities in furtherance of the organization’s exempt 

purposes.”1013 This describes the pay SHC receives from families for new internments; SHC’s 

engagement with the local tourism industry aligns with other funding sources the IRS indicates 

are typical of 501(c)(3) organizations, namely a general “active program of fundraising” and 

participation “in a supporting relationship to one or more existing public charities” like Historic 

Hudson Valley and The Historical Society, Inc., Serving Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, other 

local 501(c)(3) organizations.1014 The Old Dutch Church is owned and maintained by the 

Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns and thus is primarily a religious organization, though the 

Reformed Church holds special events, including the Old Dutch Church Fest, at the Old Dutch 

Church and Churchyard, offers summer weekend tours, and “partners with Historic Hudson 

Valley to present several dramatic readings of ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ in the fall, and 

Charles Dickens’ ‘Christmas Carol’” around Christmas.1015 

                                                
1011 “The Historic Fund,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/support-
us/give-now/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1012 “Public Charities,” Internal Revenue Service, July 28, 2020, https://www.irs.gov/charities-
non-profits/charitable-organizations/public-charities (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1013 “Public Charities,” Internal Revenue Service, July 28, 2020, https://www.irs.gov/charities-
non-profits/charitable-organizations/public-charities (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1014 “Public Charities,” Internal Revenue Service, July 28, 2020, https://www.irs.gov/charities-
non-profits/charitable-organizations/public-charities (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1015 “Old Dutch Church,” Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns, 
https://reformedchurchtarrytowns.org/old-dutch-church/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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Finding creative sources of funding is a need most public charity nonprofits in the U.S. 

share. For historic sites, offering tours and hosting events is the most straightforward way to 

fundraise, whether as a ticket price or by demonstrating the importance of historic preservation 

and education around local history and then soliciting donations. School programs are another 

common source of revenue for historic sites who welcome field trip groups.1016 HHV originally 

found success with entertainment-leaning productions in the style of Colonial Williamsburg, 

presenting hands-on experiences including animal entertainment in the form of a cow milking 

exhibit. Today, HHV focuses on events that “deliver[…] quality educational and entertaining 

experiences, striking a balance between tradition and vision, from preserving the past, to 

contextualizing it for 21st-century audiences.”1017  

Together, Sleepy Hollow’s nonprofit organizations and programming they offer—both to 

fundraise and to fulfill their central mission of public education about local history—have shaped 

the area into a tourist destination capitalizing on its cultural heritage, especially the link between 

Irving and Halloween, as well as its proximity to New York City. According to HHV’s website, 

its various sites “welcomes more than 250,000 visitors annually,” and their work “reach[es] tens 

of thousands more through digital programs and off-site school programs.”1018 SHC does not 

make similar numbers public (and, as an open to the public, unticketed attraction, is less able to 

determine accurate crowd numbers), but because the Cemetery tops most online lists of 

attractions in the area, it is likely that much of HHV’s traffic crosses over, especially in the fall. 

                                                
1016 HHV employs an educational programs director who organizes and school groups and 
develops educational materials and programming. Sunnyside is a frequent field trip destination 
for Westchester County and other nearby schools. 
1017 “About Us,” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/our-story/ (Date Last 
Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1018 “About Us,” Historic Hudson Valley, https://hudsonvalley.org/our-story/ (Date Last 
Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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SHC finds itself, then, a cemetery that receives some income from local families paying 

for internments and mausoleum space—funds that may be enough to sustain most cemeteries, 

particularly if they are also supported by a church—as well as a beneficiary of a local tourism 

context that brings additional fundraising opportunities. This duality presents challenges many 

cemeteries do not face: while crowds bring donation money, they simultaneously cause wear and 

tear that increases maintenance costs. The SHC webpage on restoration projects solicits 

donations for the Irving family plot, estimating costs of repairs at $5,000: “Grass has been worn 

away by countless visitors to the plot, retaining walls are crumbling, shrubs are ragged and dying 

after several hard winters, and numerous grave stones need to be reset.”1019  

As a central location in Irving’s story, SHC holds an undeniable draw to literary tourists 

interested in the famous author. Moreover, the touristic context created through proximity to 

New York City, other attractions like Kykuit, the Rockefeller Estate, and the success of HHV in 

soliciting crowds to the area, particularly to the Great Jack O’ Lantern Blaze event, means SHC 

would likely be a much more popular cemetery than most even if its staff did not purposely 

engage the local tourism industry. Thus, the question of whether or not this cemetery should 

participate in tourism is mostly philosophical: in a capitalist society and particularly in an 

environment where many nonprofit organizations compete for donation money, SHC has to 

become a fixture of at least the Halloween tourism scene to sustain itself. As a Cemetery 

employee shared with me during the May 2019 Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest (itself an example of how 

SHC works with other nonprofits for both fundraising and education): “If everyone would donate 

money instead, perhaps they wouldn’t run events like that. But, in this world, you have to think 
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outside the box. When you’re running a cemetery or preserving a church that was built in the 

1680s, you have to think not in a five- or ten-year plan, but hundreds of years. So, unfortunately, 

there’s never enough money, and New York is an expensive state.” Such organizations need to 

explore all available avenues for fundraising, and tourism is among the most promising. 

Thus, the question for nonprofits like SHC is often not whether to fashion their sites into 

tourist attractions, but how to do so ethically and without sacrificing their ability to perform their 

explicit functions. SHC must continue to serve the community in which it is embedded as a 

contemplative space for mourning and remembrance while simultaneously appealing to visitors 

without local ties as an exciting space for entertainment. As Yiping Li points out,  

Arguably, a destination that dedicates maximum efforts to conserving its unique 
cultural heritage instead of exploiting it for tourism would fail in business terms. 
On the contrary, a destination with few strategies for cultural heritage 
conservation but maximum business goals of developing tourism based on its 
cultural heritage would see the loss of its culture and tradition in the development 
process. Those scenarios indicate that any efforts to develop heritage tourism will 
have to deal with a series of challenging issues involved in the inherent 
contradictions between conservation and change associated with the development 
process.1020 
 

Such destinations balance their efforts at preservation and education against the risk of exploiting 

their subject matter and those with stakes in the site’s history and function.  

Kelly C. George illustrates some of these tensions in her recent examination of public 

memory of Pennhurst, the notorious and “long-abandoned Pennhurst State School and Hospital 

that was closed by court order in 1987,” which “housed over 10,000 individuals with 

intellectual/developmental disabilities since its opening in 1908.”1021 In 2010, Pennhurst’s 
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abandoned grounds were purchased by private owners who transformed the site into the haunted 

attraction “Pennhurst Asylum,” which USA Today has named as one of the ten “best extreme 

haunted attractions” in the country.1022 While this Pennhurst attraction is a for-profit endeavor, 

the current owners necessarily perform preservation work and, perhaps unwittingly, educational 

public memory work.1023 As George explores, “if we wish for abandoned asylums to be 

preserved as historic sites in a manner that seeks to educate the public, the economics of reuse 

must be accounted for. [….] One might ask if there is a Utilitarian argument for serving the 

greatest good by using the popularity of some haunt-themed programming in order to provide the 

public with high quality, historical programming.”1024 However, the current owners of the site 

seem to prioritize the site’s function as a profitable haunted attraction; the Pennhurst Asylum 

website advertises photography tours and daytime history tours, but offers limited 

information.1025  

Another Pennsylvania haunted attraction, Eastern State Penitentiary, a 501(c)(3) 

nonprofit, operates more like HHV, centering educational programming on its website and 

                                                
1022 “10Best [sic] Readers’ Choice: Halloween Winners,” USA Today, Oct. 19, 2015, 
https://www.usatoday.com/story/travel/destinations/2015/10/19/10best-readers-choice-
halloween-winners/74211116/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1023 According to a Weird New Jersey piece on the site, “The present owners are taking steps to 
reverse the 23 years of damage wrought by time and vandalism to the remaining buildings”: Matt 
Lake, Rusty Tagliareni, and Mark Moran, “Pennhurst Asylum: The Shame of Pennsylvania,” 
Weird New Jersey, https://weirdnj.com/stories/pennhurst-asylum/ (Date Last Accessed, February 
1, 2021).  
1024 George, “Shame,” 16. 
1025 “Daytime Attractions,” Pennhurst Asylum, https://pennhurstasylum.com/daytime-attractions/ 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). The ticket sale website for educational tours describes: 
“Stops along our walking tour include many of our remaining buildings as well as our museum 
inside the Mayflower Building. Our Museum features an array of actual artifacts from the 
property and guests are welcome to attend lectures with our Museum Curators whom are also 
former Pennhurst State School Employees”: “Daytime History Tours,” Pennhurst Asylum, 
https://pennhurstasylum.ticketleap.com/daytime-history-tour/details (Date Last Accessed, 
February 1, 2021). 
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offering a range of school programs and educational tours alongside its nighttime “Terror Behind 

the Walls” event and night tours. As George explains, “While an annual haunted attraction 

provides for the majority of its operating budget, it allows the site to be open all year round for 

historic tours and exhibits.”1026 As advertised on the Eastern State Penitentiary’s website, night 

tours include “[a]ward-winning exhibits about prisons today and the root causes of mass 

incarceration,” as well as screenings of “animated films created by currently incarcerated artists” 

projected onto the penitentiary walls.1027 Eastern State Penitentiary, then, actively participates in 

activism and education around the social issue it uses for theming, while Pennhurst Asylum 

comparatively does little for disability activism and arguably furthers stigma around disability 

and institutionalization in its premise of associating disability with Halloween horror. George 

concludes her examination of local newspaper articles and letters to the editor focused on the 

controversy around reopening Pennhurst’s grounds as a haunted attraction by acknowledging 

“The ongoing nature of this battle may account for the difficulty in creating a meaning for 

historical asylums outside the realm of the haunted Halloween attraction and within the realm of 

civil and human rights.”1028  

In these examples, contested sites where atrocities happened are used as themed settings 

for Halloween attractions. SHC and the ODC, on the other hand, are not primarily associated 

with historical anthropogenic horror but a more abstract idea of inevitable death.1029 Both 

                                                
1026 George, “Shame,” 15. 
1027 “Terror Behind the Walls at Eastern State Penitentiary,” Eastern State Penitentiary, 
https://www.easternstate.org/halloween/ (Date Last Accessed, March 1, 2020).  
1028 George, “Shame,” 30. 
1029 Certainly, the story of Major André has tragic elements, but that narrative is more tied to 
Patriot’s Park. Moreover, the Old Dutch Churchyard houses the bodies of Revolutionary War 
soldiers, but as war casualties from several hundred years past, their experiences of horror hold 
less resonance for most visitors today than for Pennsylvanians who remember Pennhurst before 
1987. Significantly, it is worth noting that HHV hosts its popular haunted attraction Horseman’s 
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Pennhurst and SHC can be considered sacred spaces, but the former has direct victims, some still 

alive, while SHC has community investments and serves as a deathscape that presents a peaceful 

space of contemplation. As Millán, Naranjo, Rojas, and Torre point out, “Cemeteries are sacred 

and emotional spaces, yet simultaneously they are witnesses to local history in cities and 

towns.”1030 In her survey of newspaper pieces on Pennhurst’s reopening, George found frequent 

comparisons to other sites considered sacred, like the World Trade Center and Auschwitz. 

George writes: “Well-established sacred or historic sites were used like templates against which 

the meaning of Pennhurst could be said to fit well or poorly, often showing the connections 

between the sacred and national identity.”1031 Newspaper editorial writers used these 

comparisons to argue both for and against the reopening of Pennhurst as a haunted attraction, 

with some suggesting that Pennhurst “is equally susceptible to exploitation” as more famous 

sacred sites used for entertainment, including one writer who suggested “‘nothing is sacred.’”1032  

SHC placemakers recognize the sacred nature of the cemetery space in U.S. American 

culture, foregrounding on their website the “wide variety of lovely settings and a full range of 

options for both full casket or cremation burials,” as well as famous internments and the 

Cemetery’s long history.1033 Frequent talking points on tours and promotional materials 

emphasize preservation across time and continuity with history, being part of a beautiful space 

                                                
Hollow across the street from SHC and the ODC at Philipsburg Manor, a site the organization 
otherwise uses to promote public education around the Northern U.S.’s practices of slavery. 
Because HHV operates separately from SHC, I have not included discussion of this event here, 
though there are certainly parallel ethical conflicts to those faced by Pennhurst’s current owners 
and the organization maintaining Eastern State Penitentiary.  
1030 Millán et al, “Cemetery,” 7. 
1031 George, “Shame,” 27. 
1032 George, 27. 
1033 “Burial Services in Sleepy Hollow,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/burial-options/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021).  
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forever, and proximity to famous historical figures, thus divorcing the sacredness of the cemetery 

space itself from the sacredness around religious thought about death. The historical angle with 

which SHC is usually discussed by its staff and promoters lends SHC a secular context even as it 

shares its grounds with the Reformed Church of the Tarrytowns-owned ODC. In preparing 

cemeteries to involve themselves in tourism, Assunçāo writes, “We are not denying the site’s 

nature, its relation to death; however, without denying its origin and context, its transformation 

and new functions give the site new purposes and opportunities: it is a necropolis which is part of 

the polis and is linked to it through possible and respectful transfigurations.”1034 A cemetery’s 

participation in local tourism is an extension of its role in the community and can represent, 

Assunçāo continues, “the profound transformation of the cemetery, from non-relevant and dead, 

to a living place, full of stories, increasingly transformed day after day.”1035  

8.4.2 Placemaking with the Uncanny Ethically 

The placemaking challenge at the heart of cemetery tourism, and tourism to SHC 

specifically, is management of uncanny affect. With too much focus on the uncanny, including 

its humorous or campy aspects, a site is in danger of trivializing death and appearing tone-deaf to 

those with investments in the history and sacredness of the space, as happened with the 

reopening of Pennhurst as a haunted attraction. If placemakers refuse to acknowledge the 

uncanny, however, a site can miss out on a profitable angle. 

In his book on Halloween tourism in Salem, MA, Ocker shares his discussion with a staff 

member at the Peabody Essex Museum about the resistance the large art museum’s leaders 

maintain against participating in Salem’s witch theming: 

                                                
1034 Assunçāo, “Loures,” 55. 
1035 Assunçāo, 55. 
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‘Some people lament that we went from this wonderful history museum of Salem 
to an “art museum,”’ [Ocker’s informant] said, pronouncing the phrase with faux-
hauteur. ‘But being a history museum wasn’t a path to sustainability for us. The 
crowd that loves the way the museum used to be, they aren’t giving money. The 
people that give money are the ones interested in interacting with global societies 
and expanding world views and understanding all of these places.’1036 
 

As Ocker’s informant indicates here, the PEM sets itself apart from the rest of Salem and 

especially the Salem Witch Museum by focusing on art and culture and seeking wealthy donors 

rather than numerous smaller donations from one-time visitors. Ocker’s informant seems divided 

about this approach for the PEM, sharing with the author that “‘[a]ny connection whatsoever to 

the witch trials is a complete non-starter for our director. But the truth is, tourists would rather 

spend twice as much as the museum admission to do the schlocky things in Salem instead’” 

before asserting that “‘witch tourism is on the decline’” in Salem “‘[w]ith the advent of social 

media and Yelp’” and the growth of Halloween tourism in other places.1037  

While Ocker reports “[t]he average yearly attendance at PEM is about two hundred and 

fifty thousand, lower than the four hundred thousand or so people drawn to the Salem Witch 

Museum,” his informant shared that “‘PEM’s attendance meanwhile is the best it’s ever 

been.’”1038 Thus, playing into uncanny theming—even in Salem, which has a history of 

persecution of marginalized groups that arguably makes the area a better point of comparison to 

Pennhurst than Sleepy Hollow is—appears to be better for mass touristic appeal, while PEM, 

with a base of wealthy donors, can exempt itself from addressing a general public.1039   

                                                
1036 Ocker, Witch, 75. 
1037 Ocker, 79, 80. 
1038 Ocker, 79, 80. 
1039 As Ocker points out, this dichotomy of audiences—“the schlocky T-shirt demographic vs. 
the millionaire museum donors”—echoes Salem’s history and “the political and economic 
friction that started the Witch Trials in the first place—between the working-class, parochial 
farmers of Salem Village and the rich, globe-trotting entrepreneurs of Salem Town” (Ocker, 81-
82). 
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HHV is perhaps the best parallel to PEM in the Sleepy Hollow area—it is supported by 

the Rockefellers and manages tours of the family estate—however, placemakers at HHV still 

largely utilize uncanny affect in their events, educational programming, and merchandising, 

readily tying the uncanny to literary heritage and Irving’s “Legend.” SHC, while almost certainly 

sustained by some wealthy donors due to its location in Westchester County, concentrates on 

fundraising from a variety of small donation sources during the Halloween season. These 

sources, like tours, participation in events like the 2019 Lit Fest, and SHC’s own events like 

Champagne Cocktails with the Dead, almost always engage uncanny affect. SHC’s ability to 

capitalize on the uncanny already present due to its nature as a cemetery, context within the 

Halloween season tourism industry of which SHC itself is a pillar, and association with Irving 

and the “Legend” are resources available for creative fundraising. 

For SHC and historic sites in general, there are obvious financial benefits to engaging 

with tourism as well as potential for public education and increased public perception of the 

value of historic sites.1040 In their efforts to utilize uncanny affect ethically and avoid alienating 

community members with non-tourism-related and perhaps deeply personal investments in SHC, 

decision-makers can mitigate tensions by engaging with all stakeholders. SHC placemakers 

thoughtfully address various interests, in particular fundraising and related local small business 

interests, but might also consult descendants of those interred in areas used during high-traffic 

events.  

I was struck during a 2017 visit to see a row of newer graves located in the main area 

used for the Old Dutch Church Fest, in the churchyard near the south entrance to the Cemetery. 

                                                
1040 I discuss the potential of historic site visits to increase investment in the past and in 
education more fully in Chapters 6 and 7. 
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Most of the graves in the churchyard are much older—hence Irving’s reference to the Horseman 

having been buried there—but a grave that stood out to me had a death date of 2013 and was 

decorated with an arrangement of flowers, an American flag, and a sign that read “Loving 

Mom.” Tracing relatives of many of those buried in the churchyard’s older sections may be 

prohibitively time- and resource-consuming for a small nonprofit staff. However, it seems the 

direct descendants of those interred in the newer graves—at least some of whom are local 

enough to place flowers at those graves—should be in communication with staff to gauge their 

comfort with Halloween season events taking place in this section of the grounds. Otherwise, the 

row of newer graves ought at least be roped off to indicate a separation from tourist activity. I am 

unaware of whether or not SHC or ODC staff is in contact with these stakeholders; I am just 

suggesting here it would be an oversight not to communicate with these families about the use of 

that space for events during the Halloween season, either when family members choose a grave’s 

location or when the organization begins a new event in that area of the grounds.1041 

Both SHC and the ODC are adept in addressing other nonprofits’ and local small 

businesses’ interests and facilitating partnerships. SHC leaders regularly collaborate with other 

community groups, and the bicentennial has presented a context for various organizations and 

businesses around Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow to work together on events as well as to 

develop a shared, longer-term branding strategy. The May 2019 Lit Fest is exemplary of this 

                                                
1041 It is worth considering that because the families of those interred in these graves are involved 
enough in the area to place flowers and memorabilia, it is likely that they would be aware of how 
that space is used before selecting this location. Additionally, instituting this practice of alerting 
family members to touristic uses would involve determining what timeframe requires this 
transparency: i.e., should efforts be made to contact the families of people buried 100 years ago, 
50 years ago, 30 years ago, or 10 years ago? Should efforts be made only if the organization has 
contact information already, or if the family is known to visit the grave, as in the case of the 
grave I illustrate here? Making this organizational decision quickly becomes complex. 
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kind of collaboration. Likewise, SHC and the ODC’s participation in the April 2019 bicentennial 

press conference as a venue lent authenticity to the 18-month celebration: Sleepy Hollow Mayor 

Ken Wray, New York state and Westchester County politicians, local nonprofit leaders, and 

other organizers laid implicit claim to their authority to represent Irving’s work by virtue of the 

conference being held on grounds directly relevant to the “Legend” and the life of the author. 

Communication between the Cemetery staff and community members from the villages 

extends to individual craftspeople and small businesses. Artists and souvenir salespeople 

regularly have tents at the Old Dutch Church Fest and other events held on the Cemetery 

grounds; in exchange for use of the space, a portion of sales go toward maintaining SHC. A 

salesperson at the Sleepy Hollow Gifts tent at the Cemetery entrance explained that, as the 

Cemetery is a community fixture and service, tourism that helps fund SHC’s upkeep benefits 

residents year-round: “When a cemetery goes bankrupt, people don’t know the town and the 

people living there have to pay for it.”1042 Tourism currently helps sustain a number of small 

businesses in Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, boosting restaurant and merchandise sales between 

September and November. Still, Mayor Ken Wray explained, “You’ve got a handful of 

merchants essentially is what it comes down to. It’s not like we’re on the Jersey Shore.”1043 Wray 

and other Sleepy Hollow leaders do not consider the village to be a strictly tourism-dependent 

community right now. However, the area’s tourism industry seems the most promising direction 

for the village moving forward, particularly with the opening of the Governor Mario M. Cuomo 

Bridge literally bringing visitors through the area and with the completion of plans to connect the 

trail system to public transit.1044  

                                                
1042 Sleepy Hollow Cemetery employee, in discussion with the author, October 2017. 
1043 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
1044 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
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In Sleepy Hollow, community members are embedded in the tourism industry as leaders 

and businesspeople. During an October 2017 visit to Sunnyside, multiple employees shared that 

they had grown up in the area and taken field trips to some of the same HHV sites they work at 

now. Lynn Moffat, a bicentennial organizer and trustee of The Historical Society, Inc., Serving 

Sleepy Hollow and Tarrytown, pointed out to me that the president of the Historical Society’s 

board of trustees is Tara Van Tassell—a member of the longstanding local family that lent its 

name to Irving’s Katrina.1045 Having community residents represented in the leadership of 

organizations that work with tourists legitimizes and localizes those organizations’ missions. 

Besides including community members at the highest levels of leadership, organizations courting 

tourism to small communities might circulate newsletters to residents and offer open town hall 

meetings annually or around big changes. In the case of organizations like SHC which have a 

sensitive role in the community, leaders might remain in contact with those with the most stake 

in certain decisions, as discussed above. 

As the Sleepy Hollow Gifts salesperson recognized, when community fixtures are able to 

fundraise from people outside the population of immediate residents, the burden for residents to 

fund these services is lessened. Foregrounding the fundraising purpose behind events like the 

Old Dutch Church Fest is a useful rhetorical strategy that appeals to residents and tourists alike. 

Residents may have to deal with additional traffic all October, but members of the fire 

department can solicit donations from the lines of tourist cars. Meanwhile, tourists can buy 

souvenir shirts and novelty snacks knowing their money benefits a historical society or local 

service.  

                                                
1045 Lynn Moffat (bicentennial planner), in discussion with the author, March 2019. 
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As George notes, Eastern State Penitentiary’s Halloween attraction is generally better 

received by the public than Pennhurst Asylum because the former’s attraction is explicitly 

intended to fund the rest of the year’s educational programming. Likewise, in Sleepy Hollow, 

HHV’s popular Horseman’s Hollow attraction garners little criticism for being held on a former 

plantation, likely due to its being a production of the same historic preservation organization that 

uses the site for educational efforts around Northern Slavery.1046 Organizations like SHC can 

defend their use of the affective resources available—for a cemetery, uncanny aesthetic—for 

fundraising endeavors. This justification is especially strong when these fundraising efforts are 

as successful as they have been in supporting SHC and the ODC. These organizations’ tours and 

events around Halloween have made the cemetery grounds a top destination in Sleepy Hollow. 

Mayor Wray named SHC and the ODC the most popular Halloween attractions in the village, 

noting that in the fall, “there are really big crowds every weekend there.”1047  

Lastly, when engaging uncanny affect for tourism at historic sites and cemeteries, it is 

vital that placemakers theme thoughtfully. Placemakers should research the religious and cultural 

beliefs of major community groups to ensure sensitive representations of death and of course 

avoid any culturally appropriative or otherwise hurtful imagery.1048 Organizations like SHC, 

which actively serve a community function even as they double as a tourist attraction, can aim to 

separate theming from function and keep events away from recent graves whenever possible. 

Again, balancing theming with explicit fundraising reminds attendees all the fun is funding a 

                                                
1046 Also, an obvious difference is that Horseman’s Hollow does not represent slavery for 
theming while the Pennhurst attraction is themed directly around its horrific history. 
1047 Ken Wray (Sleepy Hollow Mayor), in discussion with the author, March 2019. Wray was 
careful to specify “the church, and the cemeteries, plural” to acknowledge SHC and the ODC are 
run separately. 
1048 For example, any Halloween décor including a noose should be avoided due to associations 
with both racism and suicide. 
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good cause. During the Old Dutch Church Fest, a large photo stand-in board with an image of 

the church is positioned at the entrance to the Churchyard. The board invites visitors to stand 

behind the image and put their face in an opening below the words “I lost my head at The Old 

Dutch Church,” with “Sleepy Hollow, NY” and the ODC’s website printed at the bottom of the 

image. When visitors circulate this photo on social media and to friends, they advertise Sleepy 

Hollow, the ODC, the festival, and their participation in a benefit event. 

SHC placemakers’ Halloween season tours and events have been well received by 

community and tourist attendees. As a Cemetery employee shared with me in May 2019: “We’ve 

had very positive feedback from visitors in general because it is understood that all old 

organizations like this really need to think creatively about raising funds for the future.” The 

employee explained events are “always respectfully done, and the pastor’s always here as part of 

it, and it’s all staffed with Church volunteers, and local schoolchildren. Boy Scouts help out at it, 

too. So it’s generally seen as a very positive community event.”1049 By conscientiously engaging 

the uncanny in Halloween season tourism, SHC and the ODC position themselves as a 

community meeting ground, enable collaboration between local organizations, and raise funds to 

sustain the Cemetery and ODC as community resources year-round. 

8.5 Conclusion 

Cemeteries are public spaces in which uncanny affect is inherent and unavoidable.1050 For 

placemakers looking to utilize these spaces for fundraising endeavors that appeal to tourists, the 

uncanny is a powerful rhetorical resource. At Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and the Old Dutch 

Church and churchyard, direct connections to Irving and his “Legend” as well as a history of use 

                                                
1049 Sleepy Hollow Cemetery employee, in discussion with the author, May 2019. 
1050 Maddrell and Sidaway, Deathscapes; Duncan and Light, “Alternative.” 
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as festival grounds during the Halloween season have solidified SHC and the ODC as one of the 

area’s most popular attractions. The natural setting and associations with death and mortality 

likewise make the Cemetery and ODC places of reflection, meaning visitors can determine for 

themselves the level of intensity of their experience with these sites.  

For visitors who hold personal attachments to Irving or his work’s themes, SHC and the 

ODC can offer experiences of existential authenticity; reading “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” 

while sitting in the Cemetery is one direct way to channel such an experience, while more 

general thoughtful walking is another way to attune to uncanny affect and perhaps find 

existential authenticity through this embodied action.1051 Tourists and local visitors not looking 

for this sort of engagement can enjoy the consistent theming and lighter side of the grounds’ 

uncanny affect by participating in tours or events like the Old Dutch Church Fest.  

Cemetery tourism has growing popularity as a type of specialty tourism. Particularly 

during and following the COVID-19 pandemic, outdoor attractions are newly attractive to larger 

swaths of tourists in the U.S. and elsewhere. As travelers seek outdoor activities closer to their 

homes, and especially those large enough that they or their group can choose their level of 

contact with other visitors, cemeteries are well-positioned to offer sculpture garden- or art park-

like experiences where self-guided tourists enjoy a walk outdoors, taking in scenery and 

monuments. Even for less overtly themed cemeteries, capitalizing on tourist activity by offering 

open spaces for contemplation, clear trails, and perhaps, during the local area’s busiest tourist 

season, events or booths with food and merchandise can be worthwhile revenue-generating 

endeavors.  

                                                
1051 See Chapters 5 through 7 for discussions of existential authenticity.  
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SHC and the ODC’s position as an essential stop for a tourist to Sleepy Hollow makes 

sense: most people who intentionally choose Sleepy Hollow as a destination—as opposed to the 

significant population of tourists attracted to the area primarily because of its proximity to NYC 

or the Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge—do so because of an interest in New York history, 

Irving, or the Halloween-appropriate imagery and themes in his “Legend.” As an employee of 

the gas station outside the entrance to SHC shared with me in 2017, the main reasons tourists are 

interested in Sleepy Hollow are “Halloween, the historical aspect, and the story,” Irving’s 

“Legend.” The Cemetery and ODC churchyard appeal to all these interests. But even for those 

tourists who find themselves in Sleepy Hollow more “accidentally,” SHC and ODC’s theming, 

natural and imposed, can make for an appealing draw, particularly during events and 

festivals.1052  

Lastly, for placemakers working with cemeteries and other deathscapes, conceptualizing 

the uncanny affect of such sites as an unavoidable element of tourist experience that in fact can 

be a resource for theming can aid in creating unique events and drawing passionate subgroups of 

specialty tourists. Moreover, as naturally spooky settings, cemeteries do not need the level of 

overlaying and artistic work to fit Halloween theming that other historic sites, like HHV’s Van 

Cortlandt and Philipsburg Manor, need to host the Great Jack O’ Lantern Blaze and Horseman’s 

Hollow events. By facing the uncanny head-on and engaging the affective in their placemaking, 

decision-makers at historic sites like SHC open new marketing and fundraising opportunities and 

find a distinctive selling point as tourism death-tinations. 

  

                                                
1052 Ekaterina V. Haskins and Michael A. Rancourt. “Accidental Tourists: Visiting Ephemeral 
War Memorials.” Memory Studies 10, no. 2 (2016): 1-15. 
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EPILOGUE 

I began fieldwork for this project in 2017 and wrote most of this material in 2019 and 

2020, immediately preceding and during the COVID-19 pandemic, which remains ongoing as I 

conclude my doctoral work. Last March, I was disturbed to see Westchester County come into 

the national eye as an early hotspot.1053 With COVID-19 just beginning its long tenure in the 

United States, an attorney from New Rochelle, approximately 20 miles from Sleepy Hollow, 

gave New York City its first patient linked to community spread. The first major event to be 

cancelled for me in 2020 was the Washington Irving Literary Conference, planned for Irving’s 

birthday on April 3 as part of the bicentennial celebration.1054 

Presenting this project at the International Tourism & Leisure conference in June 2020, I 

speculated that Sleepy Hollow’s proximity to New York City, usually a benefit for the area’s 

tourism industry, would be seen as a danger and decrease crowds—which tend to arrive via 

public transit—potentially for years to come. Likewise, I wondered about increased animosity 

between New Yorkers whose only residence is upstate and those fleeing the City for second 

homes in Westchester County and elsewhere. As I write this in January 2021, neither of these 

remain major concerns. Now that the pandemic is everywhere, I doubt any specific areas will 

continue to be stigmatized as particularly hard-hit, or, rather, I believe that kind of stigmatization 

                                                
1053 Holly Yan and Kristina Sgueglia, “1,000 New Yorkers are Being Asked to Self-Quarantine 
After Officials Report a New Cluster of Coronavirus Cases,” CNN, 
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/04/health/new-york-coronavirus-cases/index.html (Date Last 
Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1054 “Irving Literary Conference,” The Historical Society, Inc., Serving Sleepy Hollow and 
Tarrytown, https://www.thehistoricalsociety.net/the-legend-at-200-irvings-immortal-tale/irving-
literary-conference/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). The organizers cancelled the event 
in March 2020, writing, “Due to the unfortunate restrictions on travel for our panel of speakers 
and the potential health implications for large gatherings, the conference has been cancelled at 
this time. We will keep everyone advised of any updates for the conference.” As of writing in 
January 2021, still mid-pandemic, I have not heard about any plans to reschedule. 
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will be too minor to noticeably impact tourism against the wider changes COVID-19 is bringing 

to the landscape of the industry. Secondly, while class conflict is a longstanding and continuing 

tension everywhere and in Westchester County and New York City in particular, again because 

the risk of infection is now so pervasive, the early pandemic idea of people from densely 

populated areas like the City being riskier community members has dissipated.   

A concern that has stuck with me over this first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, though, 

is the vulnerability of Sleepy Hollow’s residential population should major players like Historic 

Hudson Valley succeed in bringing large crowds to the area again before the country has 

widespread immunity. In June, I suspected village residents might oppose government and local 

businesses’ efforts to draw visitors again due to safety concerns, even as they economically 

depend on tourism revenue. A community like Sleepy Hollow, with a population of around 

10,000, does not have a medical infrastructure built to support the wave of infections that could 

be brought by visitors. Moreover, it is important to remember that the majority of U.S. COVID-

19 deaths have been of people of color.1055 Particularly since one out of four Sleepy Hollow 

residents are not U.S. citizens and thus are likely to face challenges securing COVID-19 testing 

and healthcare in the U.S., Sleepy Hollow leadership must seriously evaluate the risks involved 

with the resurgence of tourism to the village.1056 

 Area leaders seem to share these concerns, and the 2020 Halloween season passed 

without major incident (and also without my presence in Sleepy Hollow for the first time in four 

years). On April 8, 2020, Historic Hudson Valley circulated an email update about the 

                                                
1055 “The COVID Racial Data Tracker,” The COVID Tracking Project at The Atlantic, 
https://covidtracking.com/race (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1056 “Sleepy Hollow, NY,” Data USA, https://datausa.io/profile/geo/sleepy-hollow-
ny#demographics (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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organization’s response to the pandemic and plans for the coming year: “Our tours, special 

events, and especially our education programs encourage visitors to immerse themselves in the 

sights, smells, and feel of our history. So while the Hudson Valley remains on ‘pause,’ we are 

redirecting our traditional hands-on approaches to creating digital resources and virtual 

connections.”1057 HHV started selling branded sweatpants and puzzles on their website and went 

forward with plans to expand the Great Jack O’ Lantern Blaze, one of their biggest events, to its 

new second location on Long Island. Though HHV cancelled its major spring festivals (both 

unrelated to Irving and his “Legend”), the organization still presented its Halloween season 

events like the Blaze and Sunnyside tours, albeit shifted outdoors and with lowered capacity. In a 

July 16, 2020 email announcing dates for the Blaze, HHV announced, “All of our activities for 

the foreseeable future will be outdoors and touch free.”1058 

Sunnyside’s Home of the “Legend” event went on during Halloween season weekends, 

now promoted on HHV’s website as an opportunity to “Explore ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ 

at this outdoor experience.”1059 With the indoor cottage tour that is the focus of Chapter 6 

omitted from the event for safety reasons, HHV redirected attendees’ focus to the livable 

qualities of the property and the self-determined format of visits, both of which I discussed as 

affective assets in Chapter 7. The website description of the 2020 Home of the “Legend” event 

reads: “Take a spooky tour on the grounds of Washington Irving’s estate and go on a literature-

                                                
1057 Email, Historic Hudson Valley, “An Update from Historic Hudson Valley,” 8 April 2020. 
This email update indicated: “In the meantime, our staff is actively working from home on future 
programming―refining tour scripts, developing curriculum for school groups, and even 
designing new installations for the Great Jack O’Lantern Blaze!” 
1058 Email, Historic Hudson Valley, “Renew your membership and attend Blaze for free!”, 16 
July 2020. 
1059 “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow at Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/events/home-of-the-legend/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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themed scavenger hunt. A special exhibit highlights how the Legend has lived in the imagination 

of popular culture through the centuries since its publication.”1060 For both Sunnyside and the 

Blaze, visitors were required both to purchase tickets ahead of time to control crowd capacity 

and to agree to HHV’s “COVID Courtesy Code.” This code asked visitors to wear masks, 

maintain six feet of distance from others, self-identify fever, cough, and other symptoms, and 

“acknowledge that an inherent risk of exposure to severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 

2 (SARS-CoV-2), the virus that causes COVID-19, exists in any public place where people are 

present” with the understanding that “By visiting a Historic Hudson Valley property, you 

voluntarily assume all risks related to exposure to SARS-CoV-2.”1061 

Sleepy Hollow Cemetery leadership made similar changes. Their webpage with 

information on tours and events first presents a reminder of the organization’s nonprofit status 

and a call to continue support.1062 While tours of the grounds are always outdoors—with 

exceptions to enter mausoleums, which I expect were left out of 2020 tours—SHC limited the 

frequency, capacity, and length of tours, closed their restrooms, and required masks and 

                                                
1060 “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow at Washington Irving’s Sunnyside,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/events/home-of-the-legend/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
This exhibit usually appears in laundry room of the cottage, after groups move through the 
kitchen, but was moved outside during event times in 2020. 
1061 “Historic Hudson Valley COVID Courtesy Code,” Historic Hudson Valley, 
https://hudsonvalley.org/plan-your-visit/historic-hudson-valley-covid-courtesy-code/ (Date Last 
Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1062 “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021): “Thank you so much for your support during these challenging and unprecedented times. 
Sleepy Hollow Cemetery is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization. All tour proceeds go directly 
towards preservation and restoration of the grounds. Donations to the Historic Fund are always 
welcome.” 
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advanced tickets.1063 The description for SHC’s popular Irving-themed tour “The Original 

Knickerbocker: Washington Irving & ‘The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’” now begins, “Did you 

know Washington Irving lived through a viral epidemic, too?” 

As this inquiry reveals, the pandemic has brought the continuity between past and present 

to the front of many minds. While the pandemic disrupted the bicentennial context for my 

project, the framework of the uncanny I have centralized has become more urgently relevant. As 

I have underscored throughout, in Sleepy Hollow, the uncanny operates as an affect: an overall 

aura created by the interacting elements of a space, which build on each other and influence 

dwelling bodies. This affect acts as a theming device: while the image of the Headless Horseman 

adorns fire trucks, street signs, and gas station merchandise, the sense that you are walking on 

hallowed or haunted ground and a blend of familiarity and strangeness likewise themes a visit to 

Sleepy Hollow around the ghostly. The absent past is made present in events like the Sleepy 

Hollow Lit Fest—the second year of which was also cancelled due to the COVID-19 

pandemic—and historic sites like Sunnyside connect today’s visitors to the everyday experiences 

of those who lived before us.  

Beyond nostalgia, in times like 2020, people look to the past for guidance and 

reassurance. In the early months of COVID-19’s reign in the U.S., The Atlantic and other 

popular media made this evident by publishing several articles on the 1918 flu pandemic.1064 We 

                                                
1063 “Sleepy Hollow Cemetery Tours,” Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, 
http://sleepyhollowcemetery.org/events/tours-and-events/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 
2021). 
1064 Jeremy Brown, “The Coronavirus Is No 1918 Pandemic,” The Atlantic, March 3, 2020, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/were-not-facing-second-spanish-flu/607354/ 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021); Yascha Mounk, “Prepare for the Roaring Twenties,” 
The Atlantic, May 21, 2020, https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/05/i-predict-your-
predictions-are-wrong/611896/ (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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humans take comfort in recognizing that, to paraphrase Giambattista Vico, the past was made by 

people like us.1065 The continuity of our species and the unceasing forward movement of time 

show that humanity has survived its worst times: that “Washington Irving lived through a viral 

epidemic, too” connects us to his humanity. Sleepy Hollow’s intense physical links to its cultural 

past and the opportunity tourism provides to experience bodily local history makes the area a 

prime location for such reflections.  

The coevalness of the COVID-19 pandemic and 2020 U.S. presidential election lent the 

year a rare foregrounded sense of history in progress.1066 The break between past and present is 

palpable, and evidence of gothic decay, like wildlife filling streets during the spring when most 

Americans were at home, brings uncanny feelings to the forefront.1067 Further, the central 

uncanny setting, the home, is a newly vital space, while death, also linked to the uncanny, is an 

ever-present reality the pandemic has made an unavoidable fixation. In developing this project, I 

intended to use the epilogue to summarize uncanny tourism as a type of niche destination 

tourism that capitalizes on affective connections to death and the supernatural. Sites of uncanny 

tourism like those I discuss in this project offer unique embodied experiences that prompt the 

kind of reflections many of us have been ruminating over for the past year. Because the concept 

                                                
1065 See Stilgoe, Landscape, 32. 
1066 I am writing this days after the 2021 presidential inauguration and am reminded of a line 
from Amanda Gorman’s inaugural poem: “For while we have our eyes on the future/ history has 
its eyes on us.” “READ: Youth Poet Laureate Amanda Gorman’s Inaugural Poem,” CNN, Jan. 
20, 2021, https://www.cnn.com/2021/01/20/politics/amanda-gorman-inaugural-poem-
transcript/index.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1067 Sandra E. Garcia, “When Humans Are Sheltered in Place, Wild Animals Will Play,” New 
York Times, April 1, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/01/science/coronavirus-animals-
wildlife-goats.html (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021); Helen Macdonald, “Animals Are 
Rewilding Our Cities. On YouTube, at Least,” New York Times, April 15, 2020, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/15/magazine/quarantine-animal-videos-coronavirus.html 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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of the uncanny has become more salient for everyday experience across the U.S.—and wider 

world outside my own context—I question whether this type of tourism will be as desirable in 

the next five years as it was when I began this project in 2017. Will the Old Dutch Church Fest 

still be a fun way to get into the Halloween spirit with New York City’s mass graves in recent 

memory?1068 Is death too close to enjoy, or does its proximity now make engaging with uncanny 

tourist sites more meaningful as a form of sublimation? 

Regardless of the uncanny’s role in tourism in the immediate future, it is clear that affect 

will continue to be a major, or even the primary, “product” in themed spaces and in particular at 

historic sites that offer experiences of the past. Laurajane Smith’s recent book reviewing years of 

interviews with visitors to museums and heritage sites in Australia, England, and the U.S. 

examines visitors’ “registers of engagement” with the material presented at memory sites.1069 

Smith notes that visitors’ demographic identifications and prior knowledge of the topics 

represented at the visited site determine much of their experience at memory places; thus, Smith 

suggests museum scholars focus too much on education, as visitors discussing their time at 

memory sites seem to experience the emotional and affective elements of their visits more 

powerfully. Smith found that “interviewees reported that their visit was often about reinforcing 

not only what they already knew, but more importantly, what they already felt about particular 

topics and issues and their contemporary relevance.”1070  

                                                
1068 W. J. Hennigan, “Lost in the Pandemic: Inside New York City’s Mass Graveyard on Hart 
Island,” Time, Nov. 18, 2020, https://time.com/5913151/hart-island-covid/ (Date Last Accessed, 
February 1, 2021). 
1069 Laurajane Smith, Emotional Heritage: Visitor Engagement at Museums and Heritage Sites 
(New York: Routledge, 2021). 
1070 Smith, Heritage, 5. 
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Smith writes, “heritage sites and museums are places where people choose to go to feel 

and to be emotional and […] these emotions are then used to justify, inform or sometimes 

challenge the meanings people bring with them and take away from their visit.”1071 Smith 

acknowledges the spectrum of “visitor engagement can range between very shallow, to the point 

of banality, to the very deeply emotionally and cognitively engaged.”1072 Smith then clarifies 

“shallow engagement can do as much important political and cultural work as deep engagement 

can, and while deep engagement can generate intense emotions, it does not necessarily follow, 

however, that this will lead to critical insight for the visitor.”1073 A major finding of Smith’s 

work was that, in contrast to both lay and professional understandings and expectations of visits 

to historic sites, affect seemed to supersede education in visitors’ takeaways from their 

experiences of memory places. Across contexts, visitors’ most frequent response to the question 

“What experiences do you value on visiting this place?” was the educational or informational 

aspect, while in response to the question “Is there anything you’ve seen/read/heard today that has 

changed your views about the past or the present?” over 80 percent of the 3,945 responses 

totaled were “No” or “No—reinforced what already knew.”1074 Smith’s work supports this 

project’s assertion that affective and embodied considerations should be of vital importance to 

placemakers and scholars working with memory places.  

Sleepy Hollow destinations already promote uncanny affect through theming measures 

on top of settings like a cemetery and deceased author’s home. Sites like Sleepy Hollow 

Cemetery and Sunnyside offer emotional experiences that connect visitors to local history and 

                                                
1071 Smith, Heritage, 4. 
1072 Smith, 5. 
1073 Smith, 5. 
1074 Smith, 128, 136. 
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cultural heritage through embodied participation in storied space. The educational efforts 

generally considered the core element of a visit to a historic site overlay a narrative on visitors’ 

embodied experience that enables those connections to the past, but the memorable elements of a 

visit to Sunnyside or the Cemetery are grounded in those bodily experiences themselves. In 

particular, walking, a self-guided and self-paced mobility dominant at and between major Sleepy 

Hollow destinations, is a personal experience with the area’s landscape that can promote 

existential authenticity and topophilia. Choosing to stop and read historic marker, look at the 

contents of a display case, or listen to a docent explain the significance of a particular object can 

enrich such experiences, but these informational elements are secondary to embodied and 

affective qualities like air flow, scents, or the narrowness or openness of spaces. 

That destinations like Sleepy Hollow Cemetery and Sunnyside or events like the Sleepy 

Hollow Lit Fest allow visitors to explore sites’ grounds at their own pace enables Sleepy Hollow 

sites to provide intense affective offerings. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, though, the 

self-determined aspect of visits to these sites also positions Sleepy Hollow destinations well for 

the likely consequences of the pandemic on tourist practices. At sites like Sunnyside or Sleepy 

Hollow Cemetery with wide, explorable grounds, tourists can maintain a distance from other 

visitors with which they are comfortable. They can choose to find a relatively secluded area to 

picnic with members of their traveling party rather than dining inside a restaurant and have 

further confidence in the safety of their visit by staying outdoors for its entirety. Additionally, the 

Sleepy Hollow area’s proximity to the densely populated City will remain an asset, particularly 

as people are less inclined to travel long distances and more likely to seek out local destinations 

as day trips.  
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The infrastructure developments already in motion alongside the bicentennial prior to the 

COVID-19 pandemic continue the area’s trend of promoting walking as a major tourist mobility. 

The village’s comprehensive plan indicates improving walkable trail connections between major 

attractions and recreational spaces has been a priority for local government leaders, especially in 

response to the recent construction of the Governor Mario M. Cuomo Bridge: “In particular, 

links to the Westchester Riverwalk and Shared Use Path on the new bridge create an opportunity 

to capture regional visitors, bringing new, year-round tourism to the Village.”1075 In addition to 

maintenance and improvement of walking trails, village leadership is promoting its new Sleepy 

Hollow Common. According to Sleepy Hollow Mayor Ken Wray in a January 2020 newsletter, 

the Common will be “a stretch of land that will provide both recreational amenities, including 

restored access to trails along the Pocantico River, a playing field, walking and biking paths, and 

potentially a performing arts space, as well as functional space to support vital village services 

such as the [Department of Public Works].”1076 Wray continues, “Sleepy Hollow Common now 

has the potential to truly serve as the ‘heart’ of the village.”1077 In a both practical and symbolic 

step forward for the village, the Sleepy Hollow Common project will transform the space 

                                                
1075 Village of Sleepy Hollow Comprehensive Plan, August 2019, 3. Public hearing draft 
available: “Village of Sleepy Hollow Comprehensive Plan,” Village of Sleepy Hollow, New 
York, August 9, 2019, 
https://www.sleepyhollowny.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif3816/f/pages/comp_plan_red_line_sleepyhol
low_publichearingdraft.pdf (Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1076 Ken Wray, “January 2020 Newsletter,” Sleepy Hollow Local Development Corporation, 
January 2020, 
https://www.sleepyhollowny.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif3816/f/news/shldc_newsletter_final_web.pdf 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
1077 Ken Wray, “January 2020 Newsletter,” Sleepy Hollow Local Development Corporation, 
January 2020, 
https://www.sleepyhollowny.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif3816/f/news/shldc_newsletter_final_web.pdf 
(Date Last Accessed, February 1, 2021). 
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vacated by the General Motors plant and its parking lot into a recreational area of benefit to both 

residents and tourists. 

As Sleepy Hollow leaders continue working to expand the Halloween season tourism 

industry themed around Irving’s “Legend” into a year-round source of revenue for local 

businesses, capitalizing on current assets like cultural heritage associated with historic sites and 

opportunities to walk between attractions continue to be worthwhile strategies.1078 The Sleepy 

Hollow Common and walkable connections make meaningful progress in redefining the village 

and larger area’s infrastructure, while the bicentennial celebration, with its expansion of events 

across seasons and reinforcement of theming around Irving’s “Legend” supports the area’s 

distinctive branding. These material and thematic undertakings both enhance Sleepy Hollow’s 

uncanny affect, which I argue throughout this project is a major resource for area placemakers.  

Historic sites like Sunnyside and Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, events celebrating cultural 

history like the Sleepy Hollow Lit Fest and others associated with the 2019-2020 bicentennial, 

and pervasive reminders of local heritage in place names and localized branding efforts keep the 

past alive. Tourism can be an opening through which we are invited to walk with and through 

history and recognize its continued influence both on wider cultural shifts and everyday 

practices. The routes we walk or drive to work are always palimpsests, though we are rarely 

conscious of the historical layers and many lives that have shared our familiar spaces. As 

environmental and place-centric issues become ever more urgent, tourism offers opportunities to 

                                                
1078 The comprehensive plan confirms this expansion of tourism is an important goal for the 
village: one recommendation in the plan suggests, “Explore strategies to grow the tourism 
industry throughout the year to bring visitors during other seasons, in addition to the strong fall 
season. The Village should work with local business and tourism groups to create a marketing 
strategy with an eye towards extending the tourism season throughout the year” (Comprehensive 
Plan, 147). 
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mindfully experience visited or local places, attune to their affects, and commit to remembering 

the past and preserving both our history and today’s history in the making for future generations. 
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