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NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE was born in Salem,
Massachusetts, on the 4th of July, 1804. His father was a
sea captain who died when the boy was four; his mother
became an eccentric recluse for the rest of her life. The
Hawthornes were of old Puritan stock—a Judge
Hathorne (as the name was originally spelled) had been
a judge at the Salem withchcraft trials. Hawthorne’s
imaginative life was profoundly influenced by his image
of this ancestor, who was to appear as the accusrsed
founder of The House of the Seven Gables (1851);
Hawthorne’s second novel.

After graduating in 1825 from Bowdoin College in
Maine, Hawthorne returned to Salem and lived in soli-
tude while writing the historical tales and allegorical.
sketches that were to appear in Twice-Told Tales (18373::
He earned an uncertain living at editing and hack writ-.
ing, and was employed in the Boston Custom House
(1839-1841). He married Sophia Peabody in 1842. On
being discharged from the Custom House for political
reasons, Hawthorne was able to write his first (and most
famous) novel, The Scarlet Letter (1850). This was fol-.
lowed by The House of the Seven Gables, The Blithedale
Romance (1852), in which he used his earlier experi-
ences as a disaffected colonist at Brook Farm, and sev-
eral collections of stories. As a reward for writing a cam-
paign biography of his college friend Franklin Picrce,
Hawthorne was appointed consul at Liverpool (1853-.
1857), then spent two years in Italy, where he gathered
the material that went into his last finished novel, The
Marble Faun (1860). His last years were marked by an
extraordinary sudden decline of his creative powers.
While on a tour in New Hampshire with ex-President
Pierce, he died in an inn in Plymouth, New Hampshire,
on May 19, 1864.
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INTRODUCTION
The Artist of New England

NAmAle.HAWﬂlORNEdi_edin-IBM,inthemidStOfﬁle
Civil War—a social revolution that he profoundly distrusted.
He was traveling. in New Hampshire for his. health with his
old college friend, Franklin Piexce, whose Presidency of .the
United States ({853~1857) had been a failure because of Bis
personal weakness and his attempts to compromise with the
South, to head off the coming struggle. Hawthorne had also
felt himself to be a failure. His sudden death in a New
Hampshire inn ended his struggle to climb out. of the desposr
dency and creative frustration of his last years, when he was
unable to complete any of his projects. He bad always felt
that to be a “mere storyteller” in New England demanded 400
much of his imaginative will. Despite a fair success with: his
first novels, The Scarlet Lenter (1850) and The House of the
Seven Gables (1851), he had never been able to. assure an
income by writing fiction, he had never felt sure of any public
for it, and at the end no longer felt in command -of his
liar, delicate, hard-won gift. After the Civil War .was
new, brazenly materialistic society came into. being, -and
Hawthome ceased to be an example—if indeed he had ever
been one—to writers of fiction; he was from mow on 0 be.a

i

Temple, like Emerson, who had never been able to read him
(or any other novelist), and whose own theories Hawthorne
thought charming moonshine. :
As one consequence of the Civil War that Hawthorne had
so deeply—and for a New England writer so uniquely—dis-
trusted, a professional kind of critical realism -became:.the
style and for the first time made “European” realism possible
in this country. Between the late 1860’s, when Henry James
and William Dean Howells, meeting in Boston ,through the
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Atlantic Monthly, began to foster this kind of realism, and
the 1920°s, when its boldest examples appeared, this new
awareness—that the literary imagination now had a subject
in “society” alone—operated to create the American novel
as the work of a single school. No longer was fiction a
hypothesis, by a few original spirits, that “romance” had its
rights in a culture dominated by religious literalism. Isolation

of opportunities: the object of theAmican
novel must be the depiction of typical manners in a society
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INTRODUCTION 9

comedy. Yet when we remember how little novelists since
James have made of Hawthorne as a possible ancestor,”®
we realize that James, a brilliant critic who was always in-
terestedmanygoodnovehstasacasetobesﬂ:dled,was
still more interested in Hawthorne than later novelists were
to be. Yet when we go back to Melville’s raptures over
Hawthorne's stories in the essay “Hawthorne and His Mosses,”
back to the tumultuously eloquent letters that Melville, in
the throes of Moby-Dick, was writing from Pittsfield to
Hawthorne six miles away in Lenox—when we compare
these with James’s entire detachment toward Hawthorne—
we see what a change came over the American novelist after
Hawthorne's death. In his creative loneliness Melville ac-
claims Hawthorne as a kind of savior. Because Hawthorne
Jives, Melville feels that his own struggles may not be in
vain. Hawthome is the American romancer, says Melville
—f byhisundmmayedofdeepmward
reality. In this lonely waste where American writers must
live, says Melville, he feels like a “shepherd king—lord of a
little vale in the solitary Crimea.” But by his presence Haw-
thorne has given him, Melville, “the crown of India.” Hawe
thorne is a proof of the divinity that artists share. “Whence
comeyou,Hawﬂaome?Bywhatrightdoyoudnnkfrommy
ﬂagonoflife . I feel that the Godhead is broken up
like the bread at the&lpper,andthatwemthepieoes."
This lohmde—from which Hawthorne could not save Mel-
ville any more than he could save himself, but which Melville
elevated into the myth of Hawthorne the master of men’s
souls—was to James the nemesis of literature. “The best
things come, as a general thing, from the talents that are
members of a group; every man works better when he has his
companions working in the same line, and yielding the
stimulus of suggestion, comparison, emulation.” James’s typi-
cal terms for the New England scene, both in his book on
Hawthorne and in such “New England” novels as The
Europeans and The Bostonians, emphasize the “blankness,”
“thinness,” and “nudity” of the scene. To these James felt
superior. Hawthorne was associated with frustration and
cultural starvation. And since James was certainly more in-

¢ Least of all in New England. But there are obvious parallels
to Hawthorne in the South, notably Faulkner, whose profound
regionalism includes the ancestral force of the same strong Calvin-
ist conscience.
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terested in Hawthorne than later novelists were to be, it i no
wonder that in modern Hawthorne criticism the novelists are
never heard from.

. Hawthorne's fiction went out of style; it made no mark on
the interesting new writers coming up; it ceased to affect
the general literary public. Hawthorne became a presence in
our literature rather than an influence on many minds.
Twentieth-century American writers do not generally feel
muchrdaﬁontoHawthome.Tothouwhovaluepastwm

0S[ inwhichHawthome’scharactersmsteeped.ln
huremkableplayfkeOIdGlon,ﬁopoetRobertloweﬂ
has woven togethersituatlons from Hawthorne’s “Endicott
Maypole of Merry Mount,” and
“MyKinsmm,Majoeriumx.”Itisdgniﬂcantthatbom
Eliot and Lowell are poets deeply concerned with New
England themes and stirred by its religious absolutism. Lowell
in The Old Glory very freely “modernizes” the rather stiff
personages in Hawthorne’s stories of the first Puritan settle-
ments but makes fewer changes in adapting Melville’s Benito
Cereno to the stage. His use of “Endicott and the Red
Cross® and “The Maypole of Merry Mount” is in striking
contrast with the pageantlike formality of HMawthorne’s own
creation, Taking it all in all, it can be said that if literature
embodies the consciousness of a generation, Hawthorne is
not part of our generation.
~ Yet at the same time Hawthorne exists for us if not in ‘us
-—he exists as Longfellow, Whittier, Lowell do not. We may
not be as affected by any single passage in Hawthorne as-we
are by so many in Melville; we do not even get exasperated
with Hawthorne as we do with Melville er Poe. There is a
subtlety about Hawthorne’s mind, an elegance of perception,
that tantalizes our intellectual curiosity and perhaps is as
ungraspable as those figures and odd details of design in
Gothic cathedrals; those knotted images in Elizabethan plays;
that are so much the style of anorher period that we cannot
assimilate, however cleverly we explain them, There are
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writers, far more removed from us in time, who reach us more
directly than Hawthorne does. He is one of those classics
whose meaning for our time—above all, his meaning to
modern literature—has yet to be established. This is why there
are so many theological and psychoanalytical interpretations
of Hawthorne—they fill the vacuum created by our modern
uncertainty about the use and relevance of Hawthorne’s art.

Yet with all this, one curious fact stands out. A century
after his death Hawthorne is still the most interesting artist in
fiction whom New England has produced—he is the only New
England artist in fiction whose works constitute a profound
imaginative world of their own, the only one who represents
more than some phase of New England history. After all
that “realism” claimed—and achieved—for the American
novel, it is striking how little it has done for New England.
- Hawthorne’s works constitute a unique, imaginative world
when compared with those of New England novelists from
Harriet Beecher Stowe to J. P. Marquand; his “tales” and
“romances” of New England have a depth of interest that
we do not find in representations of the fixity and eccentric-
ity of the New England character like The Minister's Wooing,
The Bostonians, The Rise of Silas Lapham, The Country of
the Pointed Firs.

New England itself has not produced one true master in
fiction except Hawthorne. Even as a subject for fiction, by
New Yorkers like Henry James and Edith Wharton or for-
cigners like George Santayana, the “matter of New England”
has usually resulted in a self-limiting social comedy. For the
New England character is a fixed quantity in everybody’s
mind, not least in the New England mind itself, which some-
times seems prouder of its consistency through three centuries

than of anything else. Realistic fiction sees the New Eng-
~ land scene and the New England character as the same ma-

uanachrmﬁsm.lfoneweretoreviewthecharacterofNew
England in our fiction generally, it would entail a list of
clichés about the rock-ribbed coast, sterling independence,
unyieldingness, the flintiness of its merchants, and the un-

The House of the Seven Gables, the busthng old maid who ap-
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pears briefly on board the Peguod in Moby-Dick, the hysterl-
cal feminist in The Bosionians, the hard-fisted Yankee
farmer in The Rise of Silas Lapham, the quaint fisher people
in The Country of the Pointed Firs, the cold New Englanders
in Ethan Frome, the dried-up New Englanders in The Last
Puritan, the eccentric Yankees in The Wapshot Chronicle.
There are no celebrated novels named Chicago or The New
Yorkers, but we have The Bostonians, Boston, Boston Ad-
venture, A Connecticut Yankee, The Last Puritan, and how
many others to prove that if a Yankee is in your book, the
title will tell the reader more than half of what he expects
anyway.

Now Hawthorne certainly used many of these stock touches
when, to speak here only of his “tales,” he described the up-
right, stolid Puritans in “Endicott and the Red Cross,” New
England eccentricity in “Wakefield” (the story of a man who
left home forever to live in a neighboring street), or the New
Englandhardnessthatwasleveledagalmtthehomof"m
Artist of the Beautiful.” His best tales often start from what
one must call the New England situation—only in New
England would a minister walk about with a black wveil
over his face, or young Goodman Brown, newly married,
leave his bride, Faith, to consort with the Devil in the
woods. It is such symbols that are always the mise-en-scéne,
the matter in hand, the human fact that asks to be developed,
not explained, in the course of the story. Hawthorne was in-
deed peculiarly dependent, as an artist, on his own small
corner of the United States; he was never to know any other.
He was to go abroad in 1853 and write a novel laid in Romse,
The Marble Faun, but in his own country he never went
farther west than Detroit or farther south than the Potomac.,
Perhaps more than any other first-rate imagination in our
fiction, up to Faulkner, Hawthorne took it for granted that all
his imaginative possibilities as a writer were bound up with
his own local culture and his history. He studied New Eng-
land in his notebooks; he looked for its characteristic details
and listened for its voice, as if his very life depended on it.

But the great advantage that Hawthorne had over all the
realists who took up the New England subject after his death
is that, while for most of them New England represented
only frustration, decay, and the absurdity of certain moral
pretensions, it was exactly the inner life, the moral life,
the dim and often unreal life of the soul, reflected as the
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perpetual drama of conscience, that seized his imagination,
He took for his prime subject precisely that brooding in-
wardness, that perpetoal examination of self, which Ilater,
described by realists from without, came out as ecceatricity.
AllthatthelwaleoloﬁsumduﬁrhtsofthaNewEnglmd

the characters in these stories accept and live in because
“guilt,” theologically conceived, is human identity. In “guilt”
is the great rationale of human history, as Hawthorne knew
it; in “guilt” alone is there a task for man to accomplish, a
redemption of the past and promise of a future. In the
greatest of all Hawthorne'’s stories, “Young Goodman Brown,”
the young husband leaves his bride to go into the wilderness
just outside Boston for the ceremony presided over by the
Arch-Fiend himself, “ ‘Welcome, my children,’ said the dark
figure, ‘to the communion of your race. You have found thus
young your nature and your destiny. By the sympathy of
your human hearts for sin ye shall scent out all the places.
. » . Bvil is the nature of mankind. Evil must be your only
happiness.’ ”

The inner life is the secret life—yet the only source of
action on the external world. What, finally, most deeply
moves us is the grip of the past, the force of the original sin
in which we all share. Hawthorne certainly believed this, And
even we who are uneasy with the word “sin” now agree with
Hawthorne that “human nature,” as we call it, is tainted. We
are fascinated by this taint, as Hawthorne was, because it
makes fiction possible. Without “sin,” without some sense of
the evil that is at work in human affairs to rob this world
of its promise, Hawthorne could not bave explained to him-
self the depth of interest involved in the idea of personality
that dominates his fiction. Unlike the modern novelist, Haw-
thorne never thought it necessary to account for his char-
acters individually, He believed that there was a common
stamp of human nature from which all its characteristics
derived. This common stamp created a spiritual interest, an
inner motivation in all things, that had to be represented in
external terms. This resulted in the allegories that readers
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were fillings for “themes”; they show how
fiction could be to someone in New England with
imaginative tendency, how elusive his work became to
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the human heart. In his notebooks he seems to be saying
of everything and anything: What can I make of this? But
James, who understood as we do not the limitations of
Hawthorne's training, still did not understand how real a
spiritual world was to Hawthorne, that it is from his depth of
absorption that the extraordinary pages come, Hawthorne is
one of the few writers—Franz Kafka is another—able to
capture in fiction the reality of a moral tradition that has
just lived itself out as religion but has not yet dissolved into
mere culture. Hawthorne achieved this by his commitment
to an inner world, by his conscious archaism as an allegorist.

The inner life is not eventful and it can never recount it-
self; it must always be “handled,” projected, commented on,
mediated, and illustrated. As a subject for fiction, the inner
life, the “sinful personality,” requires a lot of pointing up
- and so can be made tolerable only by a superb manner or

®See Frederick C. Crews, The Sins Of the Fathers: Haw-
thorne’s Psychological Themes (Oxford University Press, 1966).
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