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INTRODUCTION
The House of the Seven Gables is curiously divorced from the values and psyche of the 1840s out of which it grew (Hawthorne began the book on March 6, 1850, and completed it on January 27, 1851), and yet at the same time it is deep in the ambience of Hawthorne’s historical moment. F. O. Matthiessen summed up what all commentators since 1851 have agreed upon when he observed that The House of the Seven Gables is the “nearest approach to everyday contemporary life” in all of Hawthorne’s romances. As such, the book retains its place in the mainstream of American literature and illuminates Hawthorne’s use of his source materials, a use that reveals his uneasy—but certain—repudiation of some of the most accepted shibboleths of his time.
The most basic, pervasive, hackneyed, productive, and oversimplified commonplace in the entire repertoire of assumptions permeating American life and literature is the notion of the New World as the fulfillment of the dreams and longings that have characterized Western civilization. Christians, especially the Protestant fundamentalists who settled New England, saw America as a type of the City of God. America is God’s Country and Americans are His Chosen People. The seventeenth-century Puritan penchant for Old Testament names was but one reflection of the certainty that the pioneering dissenters from the Old World were the latter-day Israelites, building the New Canaan, the New Jerusalem, the City on the Hill. Edward Johnson, in a famous and representative history with the symptomatic title of The Wonder Working Providences of Sion’s Savior in New England (1654), was jubilant, for instance, about a plague that almost wiped out the Indians because he saw it as a “providence,” a miraculous portent of divine intervention signaling the removal of Satan’s children from the land in order that it might be physically and morally cleared for the spiritually sanitizing advent of God’s Elect.
The intermixture of religious and patriotic identity in society’s circumambient sense of special national destiny was not lost in the nineteenth century on Nathaniel Hawthorne of Salem, whose great-great-grandfather, John Hathorne, was one of the sternest of the hanging judges during the witch-hunt hysteria of 1692. In nineteenth-century Salem, not to believe patriotically in the exclusive and commercial providence of America’s special and transcendent destiny, new in all of history, was not only to deny national identity but was also to be somehow atheistic, wicked, or, at the very least, un-Christian. Such disbelief would seem to set one against the tide of democratic progress and make one socially questionable. Although Hawthorne’s contemporaries did not accuse over four hundred people and four dogs of witchcraft, as did their Puritan ancestors, the righteous assurances and certainties of the older generations had been transmitted in Salem’s close-minded, close-fisted, materialistic Yankee “nearness” and invincible optimism, from which Hawthorne recoiled. In The House of the Seven Gables Hawthorne’s recoil is indicated in grim centerpieces like the character of Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon and in amused asides about the bargain-loving children who buy gingerbread or who listen to organ-grinders.
Americans are so used to the magic word “New” before Old Country place-names like Hampshire, England, Jersey, and York that the labels no longer carry the political and psychological freight they once brought to Emerson’s Young America, in which Hawthorne took his place. (It is helpful to remember that Hawthorne was already sentient and aware—he was eight years old—when the War of 1812 broke out and that he was twenty-one when the Era of Good Feeling came to its close.) But the insistence on youth and newness on all sides—in the noble sense of spiritual possibility announced by American Transcendentalism and in the exploitative sense of economic and political possibility celebrated by the burgeoning Jacksonian democracy, both of which came into blossom in the 1830s—made an inescapable din in the ears of Nathaniel Hawthorne.
On the one hand, Hawthorne wished to withdraw from the tumult of joyfully proclaimed progress. Everything he wrote implied his disbelief in a revolutionary change in human nature and human prospects, and some pieces, like “Earth’s Holocaust,” proclaimed that disbelief explicitly. On the other hand, he grew tired of the “ghosts,” as he called them, the fictional characters who haunted his mind in a nightscape in which was enacted his sense of a universal human brotherhood held in inescapable bondage to ubiquitous human limitation. He longed to join the cheerful, “commonplace prosperity in broad and simple daylight” as he called it in the Preface to The Marble Faun, of “my dear native land.” His fiction—and The House of the Seven Gables is no exception—is filled with oppositions and contrasts between sunlight and moonlight, daylight and shadow. Sunlight is either the hard, clear light of the practical, ruthless, methodical, and insatiable world of facts, business, and politics (Judge Pyncheon’s sultry, dog-days smile, for instance), or it is the cheerful, redeeming light of the practical and domestic world of facts and common, daily life. (Phoebe, for example, is constantly referred to as “a sunbeam,” or “sunny.” Hawthorne knew that the Greek word phoibos—radiant, shining—provided a name not only for the moon goddess, Artemis, but also for the Apollo Phoebus, god of the sun.) In Hawthorne’s writings the world of sun and day is the world of society and practicality, redemptive in some instances, destructive in others. Moonlight or shadow is the atmosphere of the invisible world of evil, of the past, of the hidden recesses of the heart (the house of the seven gables itself is characterized as a heart); or it is the world of artistic creation, which isolates the artist from society (while Holgrave is an artist exploring the Maule and Pyncheon past, he lives in the shadowy old house). In Hawthorne’s writings the twilight world is the world of the seeking imagination, redemptive in some instances, destructive in others. Deep within himself, in what he called a “twilight atmosphere,” Hawthorne repudiated the most cherished and pervasive noonday assumptions of a society that—also deep within himself—he hungrily wished to join as a respectable, representative, Sun-day burgher. His self as citizen was in constant tension with his self as artist, and The House of the Seven Gables is the book, more than any other, that thematically represents the moment of ascendancy of the noonday world in Hawthorne. The redemptive force of bright sunshine wins the day—and the night.
Without too much forcing, one can see Hawthorne’s life as a rhythm of opposing impulsions, alternations of the need for daylight membership in society’s public world and of the need for withdrawal into the twilight of brooding reflection on the meanings of that world. He was born into a day that certainly was public enough: the Fourth of July, 1804; into a society that certainly was conventional enough: Salem, Massachusetts; and into a family that certainly was established enough in that society: the Hathornes of old Puritan stock. The identity implicit in his heritage alternated with dreamy boyhood excursions to his mother’s family, up-country in Maine. In 1821 he entered a respectable college, Bowdoin, where he received a respectable education and, in 1825, a respectable degree. He reached out toward public fame with his first novel, Fanshawe, in 1828. But then, ashamed of that rather embarrassing first work, he retreated into silence, tried to suppress the book, and destroyed as many copies as he could. He even denied authorship.
There followed twelve years of literary apprenticeship back home with his mother, in Salem. These years were, again, alternations between reflective seclusion in his room, conjuring fictions and their morals in his mind, and attempts to become a public voice, an accepted and successful writer. He published occasional pieces in the Salem Gazette, in the Token, and in other periodicals, collecting some of them in 1837 as Twice-Told Tales. Then more withdrawal and writing and then a public year, 1839–40, as a Democratic appointee in the Boston Custom House. In 1841 he spent seven months at Brook Farm, and then, in 1842, he married his most beloved representative of the respectable community, Sophia Peabody. He took his bride, a revered presence of society and propriety, with him to Concord, where he retired into writing for four years of happy and relative seclusion at the Old Manse, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s ancestral home. (He published Mosses from an Old Manse in 1846.) But in that year, once more as a Democratic appointee to a Custom House position, he moved back to the public world of Salem, this time to stay for three years. In 1850 he withdrew again for a year to a house near Lenox in the Berkshire hills, where he wrote The House of the Seven Gables. For yet another year he enjoyed his private identity with his family when he moved back to Concord, to the Wayside house, in 1852. But as public and political man, in the following year he accepted an appointment to the United States Consulship in Liverpool (he was a classmate and friend of President Franklin Pierce, whose campaign biography he had written in 1852), where he remained for the next four years. From 1858 to 1860 he and his family traveled through France and Italy. They returned home to the Wayside in 1860, where Hawthorne remained until he met his death on a walking and carriage tour in New Hampshire with Franklin Pierce.
Biographers quarrel mildly about whether Hawthorne’s seclusiveness was a legend and tend to want to make him either a dreamy recluse or a stout man of the world. He was both. The alternations of identity suggested here were, in fact, not so much alternations as energies both active at the same time. He created the twilight Scarlet Letter (1850) in his imagination while he was working at the daylight Salem Custom House. It is also true that comparative seclusion at Lenox and Concord produced very “public” books, such as The House of the Seven Gables, True Stories from History and Biography (1851), The Life of Franklin Pierce (1852), and stories for children (A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys in 1852 and Tanglewood Tales for Girls and Boys in 1853), as well as the great works of his imagination, The Snow Image and Other Twice-Told Tales (1852) and The Blithe dale Romance (1852). It is not too much to say that it seems clear that the generating force behind Hawthorne’s creative activity was the tension between his public, noonday self and his private, twilight self, for he literally spent his life in the attempt, through fiction, to “open an intercourse” between them.
The history of American literature is in part a continuation of the conflict Hawthorne suffered; it is a history of the tensions between the various versions of success or transcendence that have accumulated under the catchall rubric of “The American Dream” on the one hand, and the disenchanted examination of that dream in serious American literature on the other. From Edward Johnson and his pro-American God onward, American literature is filled with tales of seekers who expect to realize the dream of an existence that transcends the limitations of ordinary mortals. Often the expectation is expressed in and by enormous wealth. Usually the expectation is expressed as a legacy—historical, psychological, and, often, literal. Consequently, one of the recurrent motifs in American literature is the idea of the American claimant, someone who expects to inherit undisturbed a great promise from the past, like Melville’s Pierre, or who expects to find his own place in that promise by regaining a lost past or legacy, like Melville’s Redburn. Like Twain’s Colonel Sellers, the claimant thinks that he is just entering the broad avenue to wealth which will buy an enlarged condition of being, a fulfillment of all the yearnings and memories and possibilities of desire. So, very early in American fiction James Fenimore Cooper chronicled a conflict between two legacies of the land. One is a legacy of land as property, the other a legacy of nature as morality. Cooper’s vision of the relationship of the two has much more complexity than is usually credited to him, but in all the complexities, Cooper’s people, whether Ishmael Bush of The Prairie or the aristocrats of Home as Found and The Littlepage Manuscripts, come to understand the necessity and inevitability of a sense of limitation that is denied by the loud voices of progress raised on all sides in the new democracy.
In the context of this theme, it is but a step from Cooper’s people to Henry James’s Christopher Newman, to Mark Twain’s American Claimant (there are some startling similarities between Hawthorne and Twain, from the fact of their parents’ lost family legacies to the fact that the three unfinished manuscripts Hawthorne left at the time of his death in 1864 are tales of American claimants), to Theodore Dreiser’s Clyde Griffiths and Sister Carrie, to William Faulkner’s Sutpen, and—the most popular archetypal figure of them all—F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jay Gatsby, whose story concludes with the familiar lines that sum up America’s national seeking for “the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that’s no matter—tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther. . . . And one fine morning——.”
In the early- and mid-nineteenth century Hawthorne fixed sunlit Salem in his own twilight imagination. So too, in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the poet, Edwin Arlington Robinson, fixed his own hometown, Gardiner, Maine, whose eponymous inhabitant, Robert Gardiner, played a part in Hawthorne’s vision of things. Robinson’s masterful and compact spiritual vignettes portray in Maine the same Yankee characters that Hawthorne had seen all about him in Salem. The joyless materialism of “Tilbury Town,” which is what Robinson called Gardiner, where his own “Children of the Night” lived, was Robinson’s poetic continuation of what Hawthorne had seen as a conflict between fact and imagination, materialism and art, commerce and soul. But there is more than a literary connection between Hawthorne’s Massachusetts and Robinson’s Maine, and that connection completes Fitzgerald’s famous concluding lines: “so we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.”
In the summer of 1837, in a visit to Gardiner, Hawthorne brooded about the empty, ruined, pretentious mansion of Robert Halowell Gardiner, and he wrote in his notebook a July 11 entry reflecting upon great mansions in America as a sign of destructive burden visited upon the descendants by the pride of the ancestors. “This subject,” Hawthorne noted, “offers hints of copious reflection, in reference to the indulgence of aristocratic pomp among democratic institutions.” The theme of a democratic and common oneness, a mortal bond of brotherhood versus an isolating and aristocratic pride, is another pervasive element of Hawthorne’s fiction, to be found in all his romances and many of his tales. It is central to The House of the Seven Gables, and, as we shall see when we consider the ending of the romance, it creates further complicating tensions for Hawthorne. The problem was that the clearest metaphor for Hawthorne’s metaphysical sense of universal democracy was the political democracy of the American republic. But it was precisely the excess and thoughtlessness of that noonday world that propelled Hawthorne further into his shadowy—and isolating—twilight world of creative imagination. Nevertheless, Hawthorne clung for dear life to the idea of democracy as the redemptive spirit of cooperative, mutual human affections in the universal workaday world of common folk, and just as he saw everywhere the conflict between democracy and pride, so he opted in his fictions for the moral triumph of integration into the common world.
In an 1832 journey through the White Mountains, Hawthorne came upon materials for a twice-told tale he called “The Great Carbuncle,” in which the valley of the Saco river near the Maine border becomes the locale for a search for a wondrous gem that represents the absolute. The seeking claimants include a materialistic and “weighty” Boston merchant, Ichabod Pigsnort, and a bejeweled lord who spends “much of his time in the burial vault of his dead progenitors, rummaging their mouldy coffins in search of all the earthly pride and vainglory that was hidden among bones and dust; so that besides his own share he had the collected haughtiness of his whole line of ancestry.” These two, who make up a composite of the line of descent from Colonel Pyncheon to Jaffrey Pyncheon, come, like them, to grief in their lust for high station. No seeker succeeds in claiming the great carbuncle, of course, and the survivors of the quest, a young newlywed couple, prefiguring Phoebe and Holgrave, wisely repudiate the search and settle democratically for a common, limited fate with the rest of mankind.
The battle between common mortality and prideful transcendence goes back for Hawthorne to Adam and Eve. In Hawthorne’s imagination the sources for The House of the Seven Gables go farther back than 1837 and 1832. In historical time, in the 1620s, King James I had awarded a patent for almost two thousand square miles between the Muscongus and Penobscot rivers, a stretch of land that was to become Knox, Lincoln, and Waldo counties in Maine, right next door to what was to become Gardiner. General Samuel Waldo oversaw the holdings so successfully that the proprietors who had hired him deeded him nine hundred square miles, approximately half the territory. After Waldo died in 1759, three-fifths of the Waldo Patent passed through inheritance, marriage, confiscation, and purchase into the hands of Henry Knox, whose ownership was established by state law as early as 1785. Like Colonel Pyncheon, Knox built his mansion, “Montpelier,” over the gravesite of some of those who were dispossessed. His wife, Lucy, brought the first harpsichord into the region, and like Alice Pyncheon, delighted listeners with her music as much as she antagonized her neighbors with her hauteur. Yet, by the time Knox died in 1806, his estate, like Robert Gardiner’s, was shrunken by debts, and his son, poor and incapacitated by his early luxuriousness, did not prosper. On August 6, 1837, Hawthorne visited “Montpelier” in Thomaston, and six days later he entered in his notebook this observation: “The house and its vicinity, and the whole tract covered by Knox’s Patent, may be taken as an illustration of what must be the result of American schemes of aristocracy.”
The illusory ideas of the American claimant, symbolized in a ruined, great house, were intricately interwoven between Salem and Maine geographically and between democracy and aristocracy politically in the imagination with which Hawthorne absorbed his source materials. And those materials came very close to home. Hawthorne entered in his notebook the speculation that Robert Gardiner’s mansion “is likely to be known by the name of Gardiner’s Folly, for centuries to come”; he was also aware of the edifice of his very own mother’s brother, Robert Manning. Hawthorne’s son-in-law, George Lathrop, noted that the Manning house was “so ambitious that it gained the title of ‘Manning’s Folly.’ ” Hawthorne’s maternal grandfather had owned thousands of acres in Maine, and the Manning family hoped to recoup a lost fortune by recovering title to the land. Hawthorne himself attached dreams of bliss to that ownership, for during his visits in young childhood, and in 1818 when his widowed mother moved the family to Robert’s huge house on Sebago Lake, near Raymond, the young Nathaniel experienced the happiest times of his boyhood. He hated his lonely return to Salem for schooling and learned early both the overpowering energy of the desire to regain lost bliss and also the illusory quality of that dream. Probably from the time he was fourteen, in his visions, huge old houses, Salem, land in Maine, pretentious pride, the happy confraternity of humans, and beckoning legacies began to form an amalgam of repetitive and inescapable hope and gloom, loss and salvation, as a condition of human history itself. It was a condition that created a desperate need for sunshiny cheer in the dark necessities in which all human lives are caught.
The Manning lands, like the fictitious Pyncheon lands, had been deeded to an ancestor by the Indians in the seventeenth century. So, too, the Waldo Patent was part of an ancient Penobscot Indian deed of land to colonial Governor William Phips, a claim that through family and time became part of the Knox claim to the land. It is in the governance of Phips that the merger of Salem, huge old houses, and enormous Maine holdings sought by the American claimant develop into Hawthorne’s speculation about the nature of the American Dream that is the center of The House of the Seven Gables.
William Phips (1651–95) was the Royal Governor of Massachusetts in 1692. It was he who initiated the witchcraft courts, opening an ugly moment of hideous hysteria and land-grabbing greed whose memory Hawthorne was to feel as a shadow upon the soul of the nation generally and of his own family especially. The 1692 heat of Puritan zeal scorched everyone—even the Governor’s wife was accused. When that happened, however, Phips found it convenient to listen more closely to rising opposition to the trials, and on October 29, 1692, he officially dismissed the court. But the oppressiveness of Judge Hathorne’s court days lingered. In 1695 Thomas Maule, a builder who had been architect and construction chief of Salem’s first Quaker church (1688), was jailed for publishing a pamphlet which accused the authorities of church and state in Salem of the real crimes committed during the witchcraft madness. He had been publicly whipped with ten lashes because he had leveled a charge of false preachment against Pastor John Higginson of the First Church of Salem. (Hawthorne resurrected Higginson to begin the festivities at Colonel Pyncheon’s open-house party.) The witchcraft purge established the basic setting and characters for Hawthorne, even to the ancestral curse that is the legacy of the Pyncheon family: Thomas Hutchinson’s History of Massachusetts (1795), a book that Hawthorne read, includes an episode in which Sarah Good, a woman convicted of witchcraft, pointed at one of her judges, the Reverend Nicholas Noyes, and said, “God will give him blood to drink.”
There are times when life seems to follow art. Noyes died of a hemorrhage, for one thing. For another, after having used real names (even the physician, John Swinnerton, was real, and his stepson married Maule’s daughter) for fictional events, and choosing a fictitious, Dickensian name—Pinch-on—for the grasping, guilty family, Hawthorne was brought up short by protests from a real family of Salem Pynchons of whom he had never heard. It was only fitting that they should actually exist, so closely interwoven were Hawthorne’s actual materials in an imagination that assimilated and condemned what it fed upon. In a similar blurring of actuality and imagination, both contemporary and ancient Salem seemed to be apotheosized in the house that Hawthorne’s cousin, Sarah Ingersoll, owned in the 1840s. It was the house at 54 Turner Street, built in the early 1660s and remodeled several times. When Hawthorne visited it, Cousin Sarah mentioned that in one of its previous avatars the house had had seven gables. As he descended from the attic in his tour he is supposed to have remarked, “House of the seven gables—that sounds well.” (Despite the Salem Chamber of Commerce, there is no one house that is the house of the seven gables: in 1909 the Turner Street house was remodeled yet one more time in order to conform to the descriptions in the romance, so that tourists would see what they expected to see, as they do to this day.)
There are just a few more minor ingredients to add to the recipe out of which The House of the Seven Gables was concocted. In the late summer and fall of 1830 in the actual Salem in which the twenty-six-year-old Hawthorne was living, the townspeople were shocked by the murder of a wealthy old bachelor, Captain White, perpetrated in such a way as to cast guilt upon an innocent nephew. Justice triumphed in that case, but the possibilities of the conspiratorial murder were intensified in Hawthorne’s memory by the fact that the conspirator who committed the murder was a relative, distant in connection as Judge Hathorne was in time. Guilt and retribution always seemed joined in Hawthorne’s sense of his family. He invoked the ancient shades in order to make peace at last, bringing resolution as the Greek tragedian wished to do for the house of Atreus. He was delighted to enter in his notebook in August of 1837 the fact that the daughter of a man harassed by Judge John Hathorne married “the son of the persecuting John.” Hawthorne saw crime, retribution, and resolution in the family history as a microcosm of the history of Salem, which, in turn, he came to see as a paradigm for the universal actuality that underlay—and undercut—the American Dream.
Like Salem, the family history was to be both absorbed and repudiated. His aversion to the solid, ruthless old Puritan forebears, John Hathorne and the Judge’s father, William, is clear in his characterization of Colonel Pyncheon and Jaffrey Pyncheon as it is in his conjuring up the spirits of his ancestors in “The Custom House” preface to The Scarlet Letter. His evocation of William Hathorne is an exact precursor of his invention of the portrait of Colonel Pyncheon. Similarly, the Custom House sketch expresses Hawthorne’s amused but angry response to being turned out of his job as Surveyor of U.S. Customs when the Whigs defeated the Democrats. In the world of broad daylight, Salem’s Reverend Charles Upham was the Whig most responsible for the ouster of the moony Democrat, Hawthorne, and Hawthorne venomously put his version of the real Salem’s Reverend Upham into the characterization of the imaginary Salem’s Judge Pyncheon. Present and past merged in Hawthorne’s mind in a continuing struggle between cold, practical, rapacious materialism and the essential spiritual oneness of mankind that should make all families the same in all times and places. Ruthlessness and greed take their place with pride in Hawthorne’s demonology.
The driving energy of Hawthorne’s historical imagination, turning every present sign into a signal from a distant past, is disclosed at every turn in his fiction and reveals itself in the minor errors that Hawthorne makes in chronology in The House of the Seven Gables. The revelations are all indications of his constant sense of things going farther back in time than the facts will visibly support. For instance, the fictional Matthew Maule had to have been hanged in 1692, the year of the witchcraft trials. Soon after Maule’s death, Colonel Pyncheon built his mansion on the site where “forty years before” Maule had first swept the fallen leaves away. Matthew Maule, then, claimed his farm and homesite in 1652. A while after the founding of Salem, the town swelled outward toward Maule’s site. “In the growth of the town,” the narrator tells us, “after some thirty or forty years the site had become exceedingly desireable.” But Salem was established in 1630 (the first settler arrived in 1626); Hawthorne mistakenly pushes Pyncheon’s confiscation back in time roughly ten or twenty years before history allows. So too, Jaffrey’s and Clifford’s rich old uncle died thirty years before the story opens. The story could not have opened later than 1850, which was the year Hawthorne began the romance. (The time in which the present events of the book take place is, in the narrator’s words, “our own broad daylight.”) But the uncle had felt that what thirty years ago had already been “a century and a half” of Pyncheon sin against the Maules was enough, and that would place the opening of the tale 180 years before 1850 at the latest—or, in 1670, twenty-two years too early for the Salem witch trials.
The point is not to catch Hawthorne in a silly game of almost meaningless minor errors in chronology. He did not, after all, create events according to a precise calendar or schedule, but referred to time spans as “the better part of two centuries,” or “after some thirty or forty years.” The point is to recognize the energies of Hawthorne’s imagination, to see what is suggested and revealed by the way his mind tugged at time, skewing events always farther and farther back into the past. At one point, indeed, Hawthorne refers to the house as “a portion of three centuries” old when, in fact, he had to have meant “a portion of two centuries.” Always his vision of events turned them into common, constant signs of human limitations that are ubiquitous in time, wiping out significant chronological distinctions in human events. It is not for nothing that commentators have felt a deep kinship between Hawthorne and Faulkner. The key to that kinship is what the two writers have done respectively with their Yankee and Southern regional materials in creating their dark themes. They both saw human universals as temporal as well as spatial and racial manifestations. So like Faulkner, Hawthorne saw the literal regional materials—all the specific source materials of family and town and state, which in themselves are dusty trivia—as paradigms: details of family history become metaphors for the history of the town. The history of the town becomes the history of the region. The history of the region becomes the history of America. The history of America reenacts the essential condition of the human race in its constant motion from Edenic expectation to the Fall of man and the consequent agonized struggle to rise again. It is the motion between damnation and redemption that is revealed as the generating force behind Hawthorne’s fiction. In that old motion and commotion of the spirit one sees the “subversive” significance of the ways in which the particulars of Hawthorne’s sources and analogues relate his fiction to the American claimant’s Edenic expectations expressed by the pervasive American Dream—which, if it is anything, is a dream of triumph over time in a world that is endlessly New.
II
Every reader has noted that in its emblematic centrality the house itself is the major character in the romance. One part of the house’s precincts, Maule’s well, producing water that once was the sweet and cheerful life-giver which had made the site valuable in the first place, now brackish and sickening in quality since Colonel Pyncheon’s crime, is as good an example as any of the multiple meanings that Hawthorne’s context creates out of the house and its objects in an essentially allegorical fashion. First of all the deterioration of the well is a restatement of the admonition that pride goeth before a fall. Carrying overtones of Christian humility, this fairly obvious function of the well as emblem suggests the religious dimensions in the recognition that the spoils shall be as ashes—or blood—in the mouth of the despoiler. Colonel Pyncheon’s nasty victory becomes less than he had expected. Moreover, the idea of the original dwelling place as once pure, sweet, and good, but now ruined by a crime that forever stains the land, suggests the larger religious overtones of original sin. The general emblematic meaning suggestively enlarged to a universality adds energy, as Hawthorne almost always does, to allegorical techniques so that they approach or become true symbolism.
Secondly, on a social or sociological level, the promise of Maule’s legacy is fouled for his own kin fully as much as it is for the Pyncheon heirs. The pictures one can almost see in the ripple-shadows of the well water seem to be re-creations of the major actors out of the past, so that the looks, like the taste, of the water are a constant reminder of the effects of victimization. The crimes of greed associated with power and wealth deprive both victims and victimizer of what might have been a birthright of refreshment and peace.
Thirdly, in historical terms the well suggests that human fates are linked temporally as well as spatially, that our own times are very much part of a web of the past. The sins of the fathers are visited upon the children, and Hawthorne summed up his view of American claimant psychology in one terse note for a story-idea he jotted in his notebook in the autumn of 1849: “To inherit a great fortune. To inherit a great misfortune.” It is typical of Hawthorne, also, that the process of history, like the water in the well, is one of deterioration. Not only is the house itself creaky and gusty and rusty from age, no longer the impressive and solid mansion it once had been, but Jaffrey Pyncheon, for all his bulk and hardness, is less large, less hard than his Colonel ancestor. Thus Hepzibah, in her comic and pathetic prideful isolation, is like the Pyncheon chickens, an ingrown and nervous and finicky devolution from what was once a stalwart and vigorous breed. So too, Holgrave is less of a “wizard” than his ancestors and, most significant, has lost Matthew’s rootedness, his stubborn stability in place, time, and identity. The latter-day legatee is a roving jack-of-all-trades, suited to and a product of the physical and social mobility of contemporary democracy, as old Matthew was not. The change in the well water, in short, takes on symbolic energies that express Hawthorne’s ideas, ranging from original sin to the evanescent quality of identity in the American democracy. Hawthorne’s sense of history as deterioration and repetition hardly fitted the American self-image of the 1830s and 1840s, and unwilling to make explicit statements of social dissent, he contrived his settings and characters to make them implicitly for him.
There is no need to engage in much explication of emblems and symbols in an introduction to The House of the Seven Gables. Hawthorne was not an obscure or difficult writer, and his meanings are clear enough. Moreover, there is such a wealth of commentary on Hawthorne and his romances that a reasonably interested reader will find more than he bargained for in even a cursory visit to any adequate library. It is enough to point out that Hawthorne had the clear vision of his intentions that is necessary for the authoritative control of materials one feels in any superior fiction. Hawthorne almost never includes materials for their own sake—not even in The Marble Faun, which, in its travel-guide reportage comes closest of all his books to the inclusion of extraneous materials. The careful reader will note that Hawthorne does interweave his details, even to suggesting that the most appropriate and sympathetic water for the posies of Alice Pyncheon, herself a summation of pride, fall, and victimization, is the water of Maule’s well. So too, although the contemporary reader winces at Hawthorne’s shameless—even silly—sentimentality, it is thematically fitting that the end of the cycle of crime, the breaking of the legacy of victimization at the very end of the romance, is signaled by the putative sound of Alice’s harpsichord as the liberated ghost plays a joyful celebration of her release—upward, we are bound to believe.
But although Hawthorne had a sure sense of his materials as emblems and symbols, he was intricately at odds with himself in the larger and overall controlling vision that is generated by philosophical and political considerations. The internal conflict, as already suggested, was an integral part of the opposing impulsions into and away from his society. In considering Hawthorne one can brood about the fact that in 1849, at the very moment that Hawthorne was offering his public a moral disquisition on great wealth as an inherited disaster, the national fever that most excited the public imagination was the California Gold Rush. The large events of his times, such as the Civil War, never so much as enter Hawthorne’s fictions, while minute objects out of the musty past fill and swell his pages. In a nation with visions of total emancipation from the past, of the hegemony of the new and the young, of renovations of the heart, and of redemptions of history, Hawthorne felt that if he could imaginatively resolve the contradictions between those visions and America’s past, he could accept its present and his own place in it. But because he could not do the one, he could not do the other. He was forever tormented by a sense of himself as outsider because he was an artist rather than a practical man of worldly affairs building the nation. His view of the total human past as giving the lie to America’s essential popular assumptions combined with elements in his own temperament to relegate him to the role of subversive observer, a role he both welcomed and loathed. Yet he wanted to affirm his society and, in his famous phrase, “open an intercourse with the world.” As a romance artist was he American or un-American? A true man of the living moment or an effete luxury making no contribution to his time and place? A cold and isolated observer—a Coverdale or even a Chillingworth—or a participating link in “the magnetic chain of humanity?” A manipulating, proud prier into the human heart—a Hollingsworth or even an Ethan Brand—or a warm human being with respect for the sanctity of other human beings? Just as his tales and romances are filled with characters who represent these poles—Rappaccini and Beatrice, Aylmer and Georgianna, Jaffrey and Phoebe—so his internal conflicts focused upon his vocational identity in America. His fictions were attempts to work out that identity, as though what happened to his characters could resolve his own tensions—and he was almost never able to write the fiction that would conclude in the resolutions he so devoutly wished. Consequently the endings of his fictions often seem curiously, even outrageously, inorganic impositions upon and contradictions of the stories which led up to them. The House of the Seven Gables is one of the best examples of the problem, which can be approached through a brief glimpse of Hawthorne’s literary marketplace and through the characterization of Holgrave.
III
Both Hawthorne’s literary marketplace and his personal situation combined in 1850 to give sharp ascendancy to the self within him that was conservative and that wished to be an accepted and representative member of the established New England majority culture. Hawthorne had recently experienced the triumph of The Scarlet Letter, and though some reviews, especially by churchmen, had attacked him viciously, the general reception was one that hailed him as a great writer. Despite his sighs and complaints about his obscurity and his public in his prefaces to his books, Hawthorne did live to be hailed as America’s greatest living author, and when, in 1850, he was composing The House of the Seven Gables, he confided in letters to his friend, Horatio Bridge, that he was now able to take professional and personal pleasure from his vocation as literary artist. He was not suffering financially. He had managed to leave the Salem he had come to dislike, and had moved into the lovely Berkshire area of Lenox. His work was selling reasonably well, and he enjoyed living in the cozy red-brick farmhouse (the “Red House” that he sometimes called “the Scarlet Letter”) at Tanglewood while he worked on his book about the Pyncheons and the Maules. In fact, it seems that the only inhibition to his unwonted contentment was the daily requirement, as he complained to his publisher, James T. Fields, to slosh wintry miles “knee deep” through mud to the village post office to pick up the new proof sheet of The House of the Seven Gables that Fields insisted on sending from the Boston print-shop every day. At age forty-six Hawthorne had arrived, and he was healthy and happy, proof sheets notwithstanding.
The publisher, whose arrangements forced Hawthorne into his daily walks, represented the dominant aspects of the literary marketplace, which encouraged the attitudes that were regnant in Hawthorne’s divided self when his conservative and, social urges were ascendant. James T. Fields, like the great majority of editors and reviewers in what was essentially a feminine marketplace for fiction, strongly favored happy endings and sunshine. There were several evaluative terms that constantly reappeared in the critical vocabulary of the 1830s through the 1850s: “sunshine,” “gloom,” “manly,” “morbid,” and “subjective.” Four generic terms, “tale,” “romance,” “sketch,” and “novel,” were used with less consistency, but they reflect nonetheless the social values that have their political effect on the creation of art and general culture. The sketch and the novel were closely related. Both dealt with the “real” matters of society, the external common life, and history. The sketch was the short form, as its name implies. The novel was the large finished painting. The sketch and the novel brought news and information; they instructed readers in the accepted etiquette and moral values of the society they depicted. The sketch that the literary marketplace demanded in the first half of the nineteenth century was the literary equivalent of what the Norman Rockwell picture provides visually in the twentieth century. It seems to be “real.” Its technique is one of presentation of the recognizable details of our common life, a technique of what the nineteenth century was fond of referring to as “verisimilitude.” Simply, people could respond to the realistic surface with a cry of “How true! How true!” But the “true” and the “real” are manipulations. The subject matter and the attitude conveyed by the realistic surface, the reportage, are carefully selected idealizations of the common life. The response of “how true” is a response not to what we actually are but to what we like to think we are. Clearly, the sketch fulfills the nationalistic and optimistic demands of the noonday world in which Hawthorne wished to be a citizen. Because it dealt in the “actualities” that were “so terribly insisted upon” in America, as Hawthorne complained in the preface to The Marble Faun, it was “manly.” Because it quaintly pictured what we would like to see ourselves as being (“picturesque” was another term often applied to the sketch), it was “sunshine.”
The tale and the romance, on the other hand, were of the imagination. The tale was to the romance as the sketch was to the novel, and it ran all the dangers in the literary marketplace of separation from the world of cheerful “actualities.” Because of that separation it was suspected of being “subjective”; because it sometimes suggested subject matter and meanings that undercut or opposed those of the Norman Rockwell picture, it was “gloomy.” If “gloom” and “subjectivity” dominated the picture, then it was “morbid.” And given the value system that created the critical vocabulary, “subjectivity” implicitly brought one’s manliness into question as “gloom” did one’s patriotism. Hawthorne’s vocation as writer of tale and romance became, in his divided self, a focus of the tension between his identity as artist and his identity as acceptable male American citizen.
Lack of international copyright agreements meant that American publishers could pirate, free of charge, the bestselling English writers. There was little need to run the risk of publishing and paying for books written by unknown American authors, who might not return a profit. The way for an American romancer to break into the American literary marketplace was not through a book but through short pieces in the magazines that published fiction and poetry. But that literary market was primarily for “ladies.” (“Gentlemen’s magazines” published sketches of military, political, and business leaders and discussions of the “actualities” of the times.) In the excessive forms within the conventions of the ladies’ marketplace, the tale and the romance were often luridly sentimental and lushly pretty. At one point Hawthorne complained that he was surrounded by “a damned mob of scribbling women” and asserted that he would be ashamed to succeed in their marketplace. Yet that was his marketplace, and not only did he succeed but he also praised and envied some of those scribbling women. And although his bride, Sophia Peabody, was not a writer, she represented forcefully in Hawthorne’s life exactly the conventional society he wished to marry and whose tastes, attitudes, values, and beliefs were reflected and intensified in the popular literary marketplace. Hilda, the pure, conventional, sentimental, rigidly moral American girl of The Marble Faun was called The Dove, as Hawthorne called his wife “Dove.” It will come as no surprise to any reader of The House of the Seven Gables that another of Hawthorne’s favorite pet bird-names for Sophia was “Phoebe.” His complex and intricate interweavings of the parts of himself can be only suggested in an introduction; however, it might be fruitful for the reader to consider the suggestion that the sentimental happy ending and the domestic heroine who represents conventional values, contemporary “actualities,” and the triumph of “sunshine” over “gloom” in the romance all combine to suggest that The House of the Seven Gables reflects the conservative, communal “Salem” citizenship of Nathaniel Hawthorne, American male, as the grimmer darkness of The Scarlet Letter represents the fact that Nathaniel Hawthorne, romancer, also is, as he says in the preface to that book, “a citizen of somewhere else.”
There is no question that it was in his conventional “citizenship” that Hawthorne was lionized by his literary marketplace. An anonymous Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine review of The House of the Seven Gables, reflecting certain similarities between British and American Victorianism in January 1855, summed up the matter in its discussion of Phoebe: “Surely this pretty creation of Mr. Hawthorne’s must stand for the Middle Classes of Society, to whom has been committed by Providence the mission of social reconciliation; which, once completed, the disunited are joined, the unblest, blessed, and the ‘wild reformer’ becomes a Conservative after Heaven’s own fashion.” The “wild reformer,” Holgrave, becomes Hawthorne’s vehicle of “social reconciliation” as Phoebe is its cause. But he is not so wild a reformer. It is not so long a step as it appears from reformist denier of the past to staid inheritor and conservative property owner. In essence, he believes in the conventional wisdom of the American dream: he believes that history can be redeemed; that the past should hold no mortgage on the present; that everything is possible for every man. A self-made man in all his vocations, he implicitly is a totally bourgeois believer in the ideas of success and progress, and he associates himself with newness and technology in his vocation of daguerreotypist. Daguerre’s secret process had been made public by the French government only eleven years before Hawthorne began to write The House of the Seven Gables. Within six years, or only five years before Hawthorne worked on the book, the major Eastern cities in America—Boston, New York, and Philadelphia—had become world centers of the process, which had been speeded up by American advancements on Daguerre’s original technique. Holgrave’s occupation intimately associates him with the dominant ideas of progress and perfectibility through science, as his Fourierism associates him with the same concepts within the radical, minority context of socialist organization.
In part, then, Holgrave is what Hawthorne the romancer repudiates. In the spring of 1842 Hawthorne had concluded his year’s stay at Brook Farm, a visit which was to provide in The Blithedale Romance the materials for a theme with which Hawthorne had already filled his fiction: the repudiation of the idea that the nature of mankind could be changed and history redeemed through “progress.” But in part Holgrave is also what Hawthorne the romancer loves about the idea of America. Holgrave has no pretensions or aristocratic pride. He is not above trying his hand at any job. Although as a jack-of-all-trades Holgrave shows in his constant mobility the rootlessness that Hawthorne finds distasteful in American society, “he had never lost his identity”—a crucial point for a man like Hawthorne. Holgrave represents the mixed qualities of America for Hawthorne: at once a naive bumptiousness of metaphysical delusion and a vigorous democratic life which cheerfully and innovatively confronts the common necessities of mortal existence. Moreover, Holgrave is also “an artist.” He not only represents newness, but he also dwells in the gloomy territory of the haunted, haunting past, and it is his literal use of sunshine and shadow in making daguerreotypes through which he brings out the inner meanings that are too often invisible in the broad daylight of facts and practical matters. It is in the inescapable legacy of a dark world as well as of sunshine that the ending breaks off from the rest of the book.
Part of the book’s purpose is to explore the inevitability of the past’s visiting itself upon the present. To that extent, it is appropriate that the family’s removal, with Uncle Venner, our democratic, cheerful, lowest common denominator, to Jaffrey’s new house should conclude the tenancy of the old house of the seven gables—we leave the outworn product of the past, but yet we continue to inhabit the past even in its new form. It is not possible to live the unmixed, transcendently redeemed, new history, American dreams notwithstanding. Yet, in the implications that they all lived absolutely happily ever after, there is no accommodation of Hawthorne’s major theme. Jaffrey’s new house, after all, is, like America, not really new. It was built figuratively upon crime and sin as the old Colonel’s house literally had been. And to the extent that the book drives toward the underlying vision that the inheritance of a great fortune is the inheritance of a great misfortune, then the inheritance of Jaffrey’s wealth—especially ill gotten as it was and marked by the Pyncheon blood-gurglings—cannot possibly be the inheritance of unmixed happiness that Hawthorne implies it is at the end of the book.
The absolute nature of the happy ending is, in effect, denied by all the rest of the book, and the ending arises not from the directions of the romance’s energy but from the conventions of Hawthorne’s literary marketplace and—in 1850—his unaccustomed happiness and his relatively complacent and willing participation in those conventions. The House of the Seven Gables is a book more for and about his Phoebe-Dove, Sophia (who was overjoyed by it as she had been ambivalent about The Scarlet Letter), than any other he ever wrote. And more than with any other book he ever wrote, with The House of the Seven Gables he took his place as a successful and acceptable man in his American society. In the general well-being, social as well as internal, in which Hawthorne wrote this book, he referred to it in letters as more “proper,” “natural,” and “healthy,” than The Scarlet Letter, and, he wished his correspondents to believe, as “more characteristic of my mind.” In The House of the Seven Gables he was no more successful than he was in The Scarlet Letter in banishing the dark “un-American” visions of that part of him that was the imaginative artist-romancer. But he was much more capable of simply denying them at the end, of evading the problems his romance raised and simply walking away from them into the conventions and popular values of his time and place.
The irony is that even in his time and place the public that buys serious books recognized the greater integrity, and therefore the greater compelling force of The Scarlet Letter. Although The House of the Seven Gables catered to the popular marketplace much more obviously than had The Scarlet Letter, the earlier romance outsold the later one by about 15 percent a year during the remainder of Hawthorne’s lifetime. But to say that The House of the Seven Gables has a problematical ending that badly flaws the book is by no means to detract from its interest. Like The Marble Faun, which is perhaps Hawthorne’s most complex book, The House of the Seven Gables remains a superb example of why Nathaniel Hawthorne, with all his significant flaws, remains one of the most culturally interesting and essential writers that America ever produced.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT
This volume is based upon the text of The House of the Seven Gables in the Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Volume II, published in 1965 by the Ohio State University Press for the Ohio State Center for Textual Studies. The Centenary Edition is the result of exhaustive examination of Hawthorne’s manuscript, records of compositors’ stints, all printings of the original plates used for the first edition, all other editions in the nineteenth century, and most twentieth-century editions. The aim of the Centenary volumes is to reproduce the unmodernized Hawthorne texts in their “pure” form.
But absolute purity in texts, as in people, is a problematical matter. The best authoritative “pure” text is not necessarily the best authoritative reader’s text. For instance, Hawthorne offered (and so does the Centenary) a few spellings, such as “aukward,” “ancles,” and “artizan,” that were antiquated even for his time and that therefore are unnecessarily obtrusive. Hawthorne and the Centenary also present “trode” for “trod,” “addle” for “addled,” and “spurn at” for “spurn.” Although the present editor would choose to change silently the archaic spellings, such emendation is not allowed by Ohio State University Press. These spellings will not disturb the reader, and there are no great vexations in the text of The House of the Seven Gables. Even the archaic formations make contemporary sense. For instance, “spurn at” (in Hepzibah’s speech to Jaffrey, Chapter XV: “Forbear! Not another word! It will make me spurn at you!”) originally had been “spit at” in the manuscript. Evidently feeling that “spit” might offend genteel sensibilities, Hawthorne changed it to “spurn” and failed to cross out “at.” But “spurn at,” now obsolete, was not a totally outmoded archaism. To “spurn at” was to kick at, to repulse, which makes perfect sense in the context. On the other hand, the issue is confused by the fact that the archaic spellings and “spurn at” are not to be found in the 1813 edition of Coxe’s New Critical Pronouncing Dictionary, which was the dictionary Hawthorne used when he was writing The House of the Seven Gables. Probably at least some of the words were merely errors Hawthorne made—by 1850 they are not found in current usage. For instance, the one forlorn example I can find of “ancles” close to 1850 appears in “The Island Nukuheva,” by William Ellery Channing, the younger, a verse tribute to Herman Melville’s Typee. (See Channing’s Poems, Second Series, Boston: James Munroe and Company, 1847, pp. 144–52.) Nevertheless, rather than second-guess Hawthorne in such instances as changed verb forms, this edition presents choices made for the Centenary, wherein all second-guessing is based upon meticulous and laborious textual scholarship.
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PREFACE
WHEN a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that he wishes to claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which he would not have felt himself entitled to assume, had he professed to be writing a Novel. The latter form of composition is presumed to aim at a very minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the probable and ordinary course of man’s experience. The former—while, as a work of art, it must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins unpardonably, so far as it may swerve aside from the truth of the human heart—has fairly a right to present that truth under circumstances, to a great extent, of the writer’s own choosing or creation. If he think fit, also, he may so manage his atmospherical medium as to bring out or mellow the lights and deepen and enrich the shadows of the picture. He will be wise, no doubt, to make a very moderate use of the privileges here stated, and, especially, to mingle the Marvellous rather as a slight, delicate, and evanescent flavor, than as any portion of the actual substance of the dish offered to the Public. He can hardly be said, however, to commit a literary crime, even if he disregard this caution.
In the present work, the Author has proposed to himself (but with what success, fortunately, it is not for him to judge) to keep undeviatingly within his immunities. The point of view in which this Tale comes under the Romantic definition, lies in the attempt to connect a by-gone time with the very Present that is flitting away from us. It is a Legend, prolonging itself, from an epoch now gray in the distance, down into our own broad daylight, and bringing along with it some of its legendary mist, which the Reader, according to his pleasure, may either disregard, or allow it to float almost imperceptibly about the characters and events, for the sake of a picturesque effect. The narrative, it may be, is woven of so humble a texture as to require this advantage, and, at the same time, to render it the more difficult of attainment.
Many writers lay very great stress upon some definite moral purpose, at which they profess to aim their works. Not to be deficient, in this particular, the Author has provided himself with a moral;—the truth, namely, that the wrong-doing of one generation lives into the successive ones, and, divesting itself of every temporary advantage, becomes a pure and uncontrollable mischief;—and he would feel it a singular gratification, if this Romance might effectually convince mankind (or, indeed, any one man) of the folly of tumbling down an avalanche of ill-gotten gold, or real estate, on the heads of an unfortunate posterity, thereby to maim and crush them, until the accumulated mass shall be scattered abroad in its original atoms. In good faith, however, he is not sufficiently imaginative to flatter himself with the slightest hope of this kind. When romances do really teach anything, or produce any effective operation, it is usually through a far more subtile process than the ostensible one. The Author has considered it hardly worth his while, therefore, relentlessly to impale the story with its moral, as with an iron rod—or rather, as by sticking a pin through a butterfly—thus at once depriving it of life, and causing it to stiffen in an ungainly and unnatural attitude. A high truth, indeed, fairly, finely, and skilfully wrought out, brightening at every step, and crowning the final developement of a work of fiction, may add an artistic glory, but is never any truer, and seldom any more evident, at the last page than at the first.
The Reader may perhaps choose to assign an actual locality to the imaginary events of this narrative. If permitted by the historical connection, (which, though slight, was essential to his plan,) the Author would very willingly have avoided anything of this nature. Not to speak of other objections, it exposes the Romance to an inflexible and exceedingly dangerous species of criticism, by bringing his fancy-pictures almost into positive contact with the realities of the moment. It has been no part of his object, however, to describe local manners, nor in any way to meddle with the characteristics of a community for whom he cherishes a proper respect and a natural regard. He trusts not to be
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