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Introduction

Nathaniel Hawthorne hit the American literary scene as the nascent country was giving life to a vibrant community of American writers. Among his friends and peers were Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Bronson Alcott, and Henry David Thoreau.

Hawthorne was born in Salem, Massachusetts, a city forever linked to the witch hunts and witch trials conducted by the Puritans in the late seventeenth century. His ancestors were among those who had persecuted women and men for being witches. This left Hawthorne with a legacy of confusion and guilt, a theme that would thread through all his major novels. Although Puritanism had long left Salem, Hawthorne struggled all his life with mankind and original sin.

Thanks to the insistence of his uncles, Hawthorne received an excellent education. Always a voracious reader, he began to wonder if he could support himself as a writer. In this pursuit, he moved to Boston, where he became re-acquainted with his Salem neighbor, Sophia Peabody. The couple was married following a three-year courtship.

While trying to support his wife and children, Hawthorne wrote short stories while working a number of jobs, such as weighing coal at the Boston Custom House. Although his short stories were well-received, they paid very little. It was the need for money that prompted Hawthorne to attempt writing novels. His first and best-known novel is The Scarlet Letter, the story of Puritan hypocrisy, guilt, and redemption. It was, for Hawthorne, the story of his ancestors. His second book, The House of the Seven Gables, also involves sin, a sin inherited by several generations of a family until guilt and punishment bring redemption. Nathaniel Hawthorne was a firm believer in sin and the necessity of feeling guilt in order to achieve that state of redemption.

Thanks to the influence of his old friend, President Franklin Pierce, Hawthorne was made the American consul to Liverpool in 1853. He and his family lived in England for several years before moving to Italy, where they became members of a colorful community of expatriates interested in the arts.


Chapter One

Hawthorne’s Heritage: The Salem Witch Trials

“We shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us.”

—Puritan Governor John Winthrop

Nathaniel Hawthorne is inextricably linked to the town of Salem and its Puritan history. Hawthorne came from a long line of Puritans; his ancestors had fled England due to religious intolerance and persecution and, like many other Puritans, settled in Salem, Massachusetts. This Puritan past was to influence Hawthorne’s entire life, including all his major novels.

Religious wars in England sparked the migration of Puritans to America in the early seventeenth century. Between 1620 and 1642, over 21,000 Puritans settled in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. By 1626, the Puritans established a new settlement in Salem as a refuge against retaliation from the English king. By 1642, migration mostly ceased due to England’s opposition to King Charles I and the outbreak of the English Civil War.

It is important not to confuse the Puritans with the Pilgrims. The Pilgrims wanted to separate the church and state, while the Puritans saw the church and state as one necessary entity. The Puritans sincerely believed they were chosen to set an example and live according to God’s commandments. As they settled in the New World, they brought this fervor with them as the only means of achieving redemption.

While they respected the individual, the Puritans put the community as a whole above all. Subjugation to the rules of the community was expected; if the individual failed to comply, the community was entitled to seek punishment. This set them apart from the rest of America’s immigrants, who, mostly, were the type to carouse in the saloon on Saturday evening and repent in church on Sunday morning. A bit of mischief was expected. Not so in the Puritan society, which saw no contraction in having escaped religious persecution only to establish its own rigid theocratic society far away from home.

The Puritan settlement established a society based on absolute religious restrictions. It was impossible to separate the governmental authority from the church. Puritans demanded strict obedience to their doctrine. The church preached its absolute morality, and the city government reinforced the religious concepts through strict laws. Hawthorne’s most famous novel, The Scarlet Letter, is the perfect example of this blending of religion and government.

Life in Salem in the seventeenth century was harsh and inflexible. The biblical story of Adam and Eve was preached as a lesson against physical gratification, and hard work and abstinence from personal desires were what mattered most. The Puritans strongly disapproved of satisfying personal desires and considered any sign of sexual desire as the work of the devil and thus a threat to everyone. Joyful play and idleness were seen as influences of the devil and punished accordingly.

While witches were not a part of the new American culture, they had been quite notorious in England, where many had been burned at the stake. The Puritans brought this belief in witches with them. To them, any woman (or, less commonly, man) who dealt in healing herbs, acted in any way out of the ordinary, or sought to find some joy in life became immediately suspect. A woman of wealth and means was also eyed suspiciously. The Puritans saw witches everywhere. According to their beliefs, witches had embraced the devil and had to be punished accordingly, whether by drowning or hanging. Contrary to myth, no witches in Salem were burned; that occurred in England.

The witch hysteria led to the infamous Salem Witch Trials, where, in 1692 and 1693, more than 200 people were accused of witchcraft and 19 of them were executed. It took little more than an unsupported accusation for a woman to be branded a witch and brought to the gallows. The God of the Puritans was a vengeful one, and Hawthorne portrayed him as such in his novels.

One of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s ancestors, John Hathorne, was a judge at the Salem Witch Trials. The family was deeply steeped in Puritanism, and several of his ancestors took part in the persecutions of suspected witches. Hawthorne likely changed the spelling of his surname, adding a “w,” to distance himself from these notorious forebearers.

During the trials, the women were physically mutilated and forced to wear a scarlet letter on their clothing as a public sign of their evil doings, a symbol which Hawthorne recreated in The Scarlet Letter. None of Hawthorne’s ancestors ever expressed any remorse or guilt over their treatment of alleged witches. It was a guilt that Hawthorne lived with his entire life. He cared deeply about morality, but contrary to his Puritan forefathers, he believed forgiveness and redemption could be achieved with proper guilt and improved behavior.


Chapter Two

Early Life in Salem

“Every individual has a place to fill in the world, and is important, in some respect, whether he chooses to be so or not.”

—Nathaniel Hawthorne

Nathaniel Hawthorne was born on July 4, 1804, to Nathaniel Hathorne, Sr. and Elizabeth Clarke Manning. Hawthorne’s father, a sea captain, died young at the age of 32, leaving his wife a widow with three children to raise. He was known to be stern and aloof. These were qualities Hawthorne would inherit. His more depressed moods came from his mother. According to Hawthorne, “I love my mother, but there has been, ever since my boyhood, a sort of coldness of intercourse between us.” As he grew up, he would develop the same ambiguous relationship with his birth town, Salem; he both loved it and hated it.

Due to its proximity to the Atlantic fishing industry, Salem was a prosperous town. While Hawthorne’s great-great-grandparents had been leaders in the community, the family was now struggling middle-class, unwelcomed by the upper elite of which their family had once been part. The city was no longer ruled by the strict religious elements that had once existed; thus, the Hathornes lacked much of their original power.

Like his father, Hawthorne was a loner already as a child. He wandered the streets of Salem and observed the fishmongers and other peddlers at work. He enjoyed the good-natured banter between the merchants. Nevertheless, he later wrote in a letter, “Isn’t Salem the most hateful place in all the world?” This love/hate relationship would continue until his death, and it was to be the source of some of America’s greatest literature.

After Nathaniel, Sr.’s death, the Hawthorne family was forced to move in with Elizabeth’s parents. With grandfather Manning at the helm, there were four uncles and four aunts living in the house in very close quarters. Grandfather Manning was a kindly man. While lacking any education of his own, he provided suitable learning to all his sons. One of them, Robert Manning, saw to the education of his nephews and nieces. The nieces, however, were not sent to college. Women didn’t receive that type of privilege.

In this house on Union Street, Hawthorne was surrounded by his huge family, but not his mother. Elizabeth rarely left her room. There, in solitude, she ate the meals brought by the servants. The servants were also pressed to look after and raise her children since Elizabeth showed little inclination or capacity for doing so. Still in her twenties, the grieving widow refused to partake in any earthly pleasures. She even refused to hug and kiss her children. The Hathornes may have given up on Puritanism in favor of Unitarianism, but its forces were steeped deeply in the family soul.


Chapter Three

Hawthorne during the War of 1812

“When my brother was young he covered the margins and the fly leaves of every book in the house with lines of poetry and other quotations, and with his own names and other names. Nothing brings him back to me so vividly as looking at those old books.”

—Hawthorne’s sister about his reading habits

Hawthorne’s uncle, Robert Manning, took on the role of father. Although he was a good man, Hawthorne rarely mentioned him later in life. It is very probable that during his walks through the city, Hawthorne developed an idealized version of his dead father that no uncle could ever live up to. Although the Hawthorne children were loved and raised as members of the Manning clan, Hawthorne later ended up resenting his uncle.

Robert Manning sent Hawthorne to private schools beginning at the age of six. Here, he read Pilgrim’s Progress and The Faerie Queene, books filled with symbolism and allegories rather than real people. This way of telling a story—revealing the truth behind the veil of symbols—likewise became Hawthorne’s style when he began to write. All his novels would be filled with symbolism.

Despite being a voracious reader, Hawthorne was an average student, preferring to miss classes rather than attending them. He especially liked to jump on a stagecoach and roam the countryside before returning home. He would never lose that longing for solitude and never felt quite comfortable with people, even his closest friends. No one who knew Hawthorne as a child or young man thought of him as a genius.

At the age of nine, Hawthorne injured his foot and had to spend several months recovering in bed. This provided him with the opportunity to read and daydream. Joseph E. Worcester, who would later be known as the author of Dictionary of the
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