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Nathaniel Hawthorme (1804 - 1864)

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804 —1864)

Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in 1804 in the city of Salem, Massachusetts. His
great-grandfather, John Hathorne, was one of the judges who oversaw the Salem
Witch Trials. Therefore, Hawthorne later changed his name to “Hawthorne”, adding
a “w” to dissociate from his notorious forebears. In 1828, Hawthorne anonymously
published his first work Fanshawe. Then, he published several short stories in
various periodicals which he collected in 1837 as Twice-Told Tales. In 1836, he
became engaged to Sophia Peabody, an illustrator and transcendentalist. He
worked at a Custom House and joined a Transcendentalist Utopian community in
order to save money to marry her. After three years of engagement, Hawthorne
married Sophia Peabody on July 9, 1842. They moved to The QOld Manse in
Concord, Massachusetts, where he wrote most of the tales collected in Mosses
from an Old Manse. In April 1846, Hawthorne was officially appointed as the
“Surveyor for the District of Salem and Beverly and Inspector of the Revenue for the
Port of Salem” at an annual salary of $ 1,200, and he had difficulty writing during
this period, but returned to writing and published The Scarlet Letter in mid-March
1850. In 1851, he finished The House of the Seven Gables, which was called “the
most valuable contribution to New England history that has been made” and The
Blithedale Romance followed in quick succession. He also published in 1851 a
cotlection of short stories retelling myths, A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys. The
year 1860 saw the publication of The Marble Faun, which is his last and longest
novel. But, failing health prevented him from completing several more romances.
He died in sleep on May 19, 1864, and was buried in Sleepy "Hollow Cemetery,
Concord, Massachusetts.

Hawthorne has long been considered as the first American writer who was
concerned with morality. He showed great interest in the theme of guilt and sin, and
devoted himself to the exploration of the result of sin, and the effect of guilt by
dealing in most of his works with sensational material, such as poisoning, adultery
and crime. The central subject of Hawthorne's works was the human soul, in the
exploration of which he revealed his criticism of life. He lived seclusively in the time
less religious but more industrialized, and he believed that the evil in the heart of
man is the source of social evils. According to Hawthorne, “There is evil in every
human -heart, which may remain latent, perhaps through the whole life; but
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rcumstance may rouse it to activity.” He believed that human beings get punished
by their sins in one way or another, and they are predestined; they will continually
commit sins. They can never get free from their depravity.

Hawthorne showed his mastery of history and tradition of the region he lived in.
Most of his characters and settings are puritan and he deals a lot with witchcraft,
the Puritan persecution of Quakers, and the theocratic society in his works.
However, the Puritan religion has its influence on him in turn. Puritan doctrine taught
that all men are totally depraved because man had broken the Covenant of Works
when Adam had eaten from the Tree of Knowledge, and God offered a new
covenant to Abraham's people which held that election to Heaven was merely a
possibility. In the Puritan religion, believers recognized the negative aspects of
their humanity rather than the gifts they possessed.

Hawthorne wrote over a hundred stories, essays and sketches, among which
The Scarlet Letter was undoubtedly the first great American novel. However, he
was also well known for his short stories. “Young Goodman Brown” was one of the
best.

“Young Goodman Brown” is the dream experience of Goodman Brown who is
young, innocent and, as his name suggests, an average man. He leaves his wife,
Faith, to meet with somebody in the forest, who was hinted to be the Devil, and the
journey is to join in an unspecified but unholy ritual. As they proceed, Goodman
meets an old woman named Goody Cloyse. He recognizes her as a teacher and a
spiritual guide but begins to realize she is part of the evil that surrounds him. The

same is true with Deacon Gookin and the Minister and Goodman realizes that these

men are both in league with evil. Therefore, he hesitates and then is determined to
go back. Howevgr, as he moves out of the darkness, he hears his wife's voice,
and a pink ribbon blows down next to him and he sees that Faith, his wife, is part of
the “communion” that is taking place in the woods.

Soon he reaches a clearing with a crude altar surrounded by the “saints” and
“sinners” of Salem. At a call for the new members he steps forward, and Faith is
led forward by two women. Goodman and his wife approach the altar and, as they
are about to be ancinted in blood to seal their alliance with wickedness, he cries out
to Faith to resist this evil. He never finds out, however, if Faith does resist. As
soon as the words are out of his mouth, Goodman Brown finds himself alone in the
forest. The next morning he returns to Salem. Everywhere he goes he sees people
who attended the meeting, but he turns away from them. He even turns from Faith.



Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804 ~ 1864)

Though Goodman Brown never finds out whether or not he dreamed the meeting in
the forest, the experience still has a profound effect on him. After that night, he
becomes a stern, sad, and distrustful man. He rejects the faith he once had in his
religion and even rejects his own wife. At his death, no hopeful words are carved
upon his tombstone. He lives a gloomy life ever since.

Hawthorne expresses the theme of guilt and evil in the story of “Young
Goodman Brown” by employing symbols. First, he bestows on the names of
characters symbolic meanings. Brown, for example, stands for everyman in
society, who is made a fallen soul overnight by an adventure. So his experience can
be taken as that of everyone around us. While Faith, the name of Brown's wife, has
symbolic meaning of love, hope and belief. Goodman Brown has lost both his wife
Faith and his spiritual faith. The journey to the forest may well be a journey of his
mind into the dark region of evil.

Hawthorne’s ambiguity is pervasive and intentional. Many of Hawthorne's
stories show the interplay of light and dark, good and evil, but do not offer easy
explanations or resolutions. Take “Young Goodman Brown” as an example, The
center of the story is whether the events of the night are actual or dreamlike. It
seems that at the crucial point when Brown summons the strength to cry to his wife,
he has successtully resisted the temptation. But he is not saved at the end of the
story. The paradoxical nature of ambiguity can be traced back to Hawthorne's view
on human life and human nature, which is also paradoxical.

“Young Goodman Brown” has been taken as a biographical framework of
Hawthorne. |t was influenced by his Puritan heritage. His 17th century paternal
ancestors had been illustrious founders as well as political and religious Puritan
leaders of Salem. He felt guilty for his ancestor’s part in witch trials and intolerant
prosecution of Quakers. In “Young Goodman Brown”, the devil telis Brown that “I
helped your grandfather, the constable, when he lashed the Quaker woman so
smartly”. Historians of Hawthorne's day harshly criticized witch trials, and
Hawthorne anticipated reader interest as an added incentive for using his Puritan
heritage as a background for his work.

Young Goodman Brown .

Young Goodman Brown came forth at sunset into the street at Salem village;
but put his head back, after crossing the threshold, to exchange a parting kiss
with his young wife. And Faith, as the wife was aptly named, thrust her own
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pretty head into the street, letting the wind play with the pink ribbons of her cap

while she called to Goodman Brown.

“Dearest heart,” whispered she, softly and rather sadly, when her lips were
close to his ear, “prithee put off your journey until sunrise and sleep in your own
bed tonight. A lone woman is troubled with such dreams and such thoughts that
she’'s afeard of herself sometimes. Pray tarry with me this night, dear husband,
of all nights in the year,”

“My love and my Faith,” replied young Goodman Brown, “of all nights in
the year, this one night must I tarry away from thee. My journey, as thou callest
it, forth and back again, must needs be done twixt now and sunrise. What, my
sweet, pretty wife, dost thou doubt me already, and we but three months
married?”

“Then God bless youe!” said Faith, with the pink ribbons; “and may you
find all well when you come back. ”

“Amen!” cried Goodman Brown. “Say thy prayers, dear Faith, and go to
bed at dusk, and no harm will come to thee.”

So they parted; and the young man pursued his way until, being about to
turn the corner by the meeting-house, he looked back and saw the head of Faith
still peeping after him with a melancholy air, in spite of her pink ribbons.

“Poor little Faith!” thought he, for his heart smote him, “What a wretch am
I to leave her on such an errand! She talks of dreams, too. Methought as she
spoke there was trouble in her face, as if a dream had warned her what work is to
be done tonight. But no, no; ’t would kill her to think it. Well, she’s a blessed
angel on earth; and after this one night I'll cling to her skirts and follow her to
heaven. ”

With this excellent resolve for the future, Goodman Brown felt himself
justified in making more haste on his present evil purpose. He had taken a dreary
road, darkened by all the gloomiest trees of the forest, which barely stood aside
to let the narrow path creep through, and closed immediately behind. It was all
as lonely as could be; and there is this peculiarity in such a solitude, that the
traveller knows not who may be concealed by the innumerable trunks and the
thick boughs overhead; so that with lonely footsteps he tmay yet be passing
through an unseen multitude,

“There may be a devilish Indian behind every tree,” said Goodman Brown to
himself; and he glanced fearfully behind him as he added, “What if the devil
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himself should be at my very elbow!”

His head being turned back, he passed a crock of the road, and, looking
forward again, beheld the figure of a man, in grave and decent attire, seated at A
the foot of an old tree. He arose at Goodman Brown’s approach and walked
onward side by side with him.

“You are late, Goodman Brown,” said he. “The clock of the Old South was
striking as I came through Boston, and that is full fifteen minutes agone. ”

“Faith kept me back a while,” replied the young man, with a tremor in his
voice, caused by the sudden appearance of his companion, though not wholly

. unexpected.

It was now deep dusk in the forest, and deepest in that part of it where these
two were journeying. As nearly as could be discerned, the second traveller was
about fifty years old, apparently in the same rank of life as Goodman Brown, and
bearing a considerable resemblance to him, though perhaps more in expression
than features, Still they might have been taken for father and son. And yet,
though the elder person was as simply clad as the younger, and as simple in
manner too, he had an indescribable air of one who knew the world, and who
would not have felt abashed at the governor’s dinner table or in King William’'s
court, were it possible that his affairs should call him thither. But the only thing
about him that could be fixed upon as remarkable was his staff, which bore the
likeness of a great black snake, so curiously wrought that it might almost be seen
to twist and wriggle itself like a living serpent. This, of course, must have been
an ocular deception, assisted by the uncertain light,

“Come, Goodman Brown,” cried his fellow-traveller, “this is a dull pace for
the beginning of a journey. Take my staff, if you are so soon weary. ”

“Friend,” said the other, exchanging his slow pace for a full stop, “having
kept covenant by meeting thee here, it is my purpose now to return whence |
came. | have scruples touching the matter thou wot’st of. ”

“Sayest thou so0?” replied he of the serpent, smiling apart. “Let us walk on,
nevertheless, reasoning as we go; and if I convince thee not thou shalt turn back.
We are but a little way in the forest yet,”

“Too far! Too far!” exclaimed the.goodman, unconsciously resuming his
walk. “My father never went into the woods on such an errand, nor his father
before him. We have been a race of honest men and good Christians since the days
of the martyrs; and shall I be the first of the name of Brown that ever took this
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path and kept. ”

“Such company, thou wouldst say,” observed the elder person, interpreting
his pause. “Well said, Goodman Brown! I have been as well acquainted with your
family as with ever a one among the Puritans; and that’s no trifle to say. I helped
your grandfather, the constable, when he lashed the Quaker woman so smartly
through the streets of Salem; and it was I that brought your father a pitch-pine
knot, kindled at my own hearth, to set fire to an Indian village, in King Philip’s
war. They were my good friends, both; and many a pleasant walk have we had
along this path, and returned merrily after midnight. I would fain be friends with
you for their sake. ”

»

“If it be as thou sayest,” replied Goodman Brown, “I marvel they never
spoke of these matters; or, verily, I marvel not, seeing that the least rumor of
the sort- would have driven them from New England. We are a people of prayer,
and good works to boot, and abide no such wickedness. ”

“Wickedness or not,” said the traveller with the twisted staff, “I have a very
general acquaintance here in New England. The deacons of many a church have
drunk the communion wine with me; the selectmen of divers towns make me their
chairman; and a majority of the Great and General Court are firm supporters of
my interest. The governor and I, too—But these are state secrets. ”

“Can this be s07” cried Goodman Brown, with a stare of amazement at his
undisturbed companion. “Howbeit, I have nothing to do with the governor and
council; they have their own ways, and are no rule for a simple husbandman like
me, But, were I to go on with thee, how should I meet the eye of that good old -
man, our minister, at Salem village? Oh, his voice would make me tremble both
Sabbath day and lecture day. ”

Thus far the elder traveller had listened with due gravity; but now burst into
a fit of irrepressible mirth, shaking himself so violently that his snake-like staff
actually seemed to wriggle in sympathy, ’

“Ha! ha! ha!” shouted he again and again; then composing himself, “Well,
go on, Goodman Brown, go on; but, prithee, don’t kill me with laughing. ”

“Well, then, to end the matter at once,” said Goodman Brown, considerably
nettled, “there is my wife, Faith. It would break her dear little heart; and I'd
rather break my own, ”

“Nay, if that be the case,” answered the other, “e’en go thy ways,
Goodman Brown.. I would not for twenty old women like the one hobbling before



