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NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE
1804-1864

1879, the author Henry James called Nathaniel Hawthorne “the most valuable

& fe of American genius,” expressing the widely held belief that he was the
ex?l:;}g)niﬁcant fiction writer of the antebellum period. Readers continue to cele-
lTr(;e Hawthorne for his prose style, his perceptive renderings of New England his-
tary, his psychological acuity, and his vivid characterizations—especially of female
characters. Still, for many, he remains tantalizingly elusive, a writer who—as he
remarked in the “Custom-House” introduction to The Scarlet Letter—wished to
keep “the inmost Me behind its veil.” He was, to be sure, a deeply private man, but
the elusiveness of his fiction stems from a deliberate aesthetic of ambiguity, a refusal
o “stick a pin through a butterfly” (as he put it in the preface to The House of the
Seven Gables) by imposing a single moral on a story. Withholding interpretation—or
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offering multiple and conflicting interpretations—Hawfthome not‘ on?y makes read-
ers do their own interpretive work but also shows how interpretation is often a form
of self-expression.

Hawthorne was born on July 4, 1804, in Salem, Massachusetts. His prominent
Puritan ancestors on the Hawthorne side of the family were among the first settlers
of Massachusetts and included a judge in the Salem witchcraft trials of 1692. The
men in his mother’s family, the Mannings, were tradesmen and businessmen. When
Hawthorne’s sea-captain father died in Surinam of yellow fever in 1808, his mother,
Elizabeth Manning Hawthorne, moved with her three children into the Manning
family’s commodious house in Salem. There, with his mother, sisters, grandparents,
two aunts, and five uncles, Hawthorne discovered his love of reading, displaying
particular interest as a boy in John Bunyan's Puritan allegory The Pilgrim’s Progress.
In 1813 he injured his foot in an accident, was fitted with a protective boot and
crutches and, while remaining home from school during the long recuperation
period, continued to read extensively. By his midteens he was reading the British
novelists Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollett, William Godwin, and Sir Walter Scott,
while forming an ambition, as he wrote his sister Elizabeth when he was sixteen,
of “becoming an Author, and relying for support upon my pen.” Hawthorne enjoyed
long visits to the Manning properties at Sebago Lake, Maine, and at age seventeen
enrolled at Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine. At Bowdoin he developed what
would become lifelong friendships with Horatio Bridge, the future president Frank-
lin Pierce, and other members of the nascent Democratic Party. These friends
would later help further his literary career by providing him with patronage jobs
and funds. The poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, another Bowdoin classmate,
belonged to the more conservative Federalist Society. At the graduation ceremonies
in 1825, Longfellow spoke of the possibility that “Our Native Writers” could achieve
lasting fame; and twelve years later he would enthusiastically review Hawthorne's
Twice-Told Tales in the prestigious North American Review, calling the collection of
tales and sketches a “sweet, sweet book.”

During the years between Hawthorne’s graduation from Bowdoin in 1825 and the
publication of Twice-Told Tales in 1837, Hawthorne seems to have lived quietly at
home in Salem with his mother and sisters. He read extensively in colonial histories
and documents, which would become important sources for such historical tales as
“My Kinsman, Major Molineux” (1832) and “Young Goodman Brown” (1835), while
keeping a close eye on his contemporary world, which would supply him with material
for such popular sketches as “Little Annie’s Ramble” (1835) and “A Rill from the Town
Pump” (1835). In 1828 Hawthorne published his first novel, Fanshawe, at his own
expense. Set at a college resembling Bowdoin, the novel was reviewed so negatively
that he attempted to suppress its distribution. Over the next several years Hawthorne
tried unsuccessfully to find a publisher for collections of the tales he was writing. He
may have destroyed one collection, “Seven Tales of My Native Land”; in 1829 he failed
to find a publisher for a volume called “Provincial Tales,” which included “The Gentle
Boy” and perhaps “My Kinsman, Major Molineux.” A proposed third volume called
“The Story Teller,” in which the title character wandered about New England telling
his stories in dramatic settings and circumstances, also foundered.

During the early 1830s, however, Hawthorne managed to publish a number of tales
and sketches in the literary annuals that were issued every fall as Christmas gifts.
Still, he received only a few dollars for each tale and no recognition, since publication
in the annuals was anonymous, In 1836 he edited the American Magazine of Useful
and Entertaining Knowledge, a job he secured through the Boston publisher Samuel
Goodrich, whose annual, The Token, regularly published his tales. That same year,
with the help of his sister Elizabeth, he wrote a children’s reference work for
Goodrich, Peter Parley's Universal History on the Basis of Geography. Unbeknownst to
Hawthorne, his Bowdoin friend Horatio Bridge persuaded Goodrich to publish a
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collection of Hawthorne'’s
Told Tales, appeared in M;:Clﬁslgy Promising to repay any losses. This volume, Twice-
the United States. A notebook 37 and.was favorably reviewed in England as well as
mature: “In this dismal and entry written sometime in 1836 was only a little pre-
Thertrigotisidetablesus sordl.d chamber FAME was won.” -
time of the publication of ;;lrta‘;ty about Hawthorne's private affairs around the
chiallengadsthecfitture edfton 1§e- old Tales. According to family lore, he may have
over Mary Silsbee of Salem ];’ t.he Democratic Review, John O’Sullivan, to a duel
of Hawthorne's stories i h( Juring the 1840s O’Sullivan would publish over twenty
Blabeti Pehord seibab i journal.) Hawthorne may have also been enamored of
iandl et a8 we’ll aSa el:mte who W(?uld become a major force in American educa-
Tivice ToldTales ifvthie ?tl]er progressive causes, and to whom he presented a copy of
Hliza et lecpouingest d all of 183'7. Sometime in late 1837 or 1838 Hawthorne met
Ceetsmuddrh ges! Slste'l‘, SOPhla Peabody, a painter whose migraine headaches
ol er a virtual invalid; they were secretly engaged within a few months

of the meeting. To save money for married life, Hawthorne accepted a patronage
n Custom House during 1839 and

appointment as salt and coal measurer at the Bosto!

1840, and then‘ invested some of his limited funds in the utopian community Brook
Farm, locz'itEd in West Roxbury, Massachusetts, where he spent seven months in
18‘.11. During this period he published several children’s books on colonial and revo-
lutionary history—Grandjfather's Chair (1841), Famous 0ld People (1841), Liberty Tree
evised and

(1841), and Biographical Stories for Children (1842)—along with a r

expanded edition of Twice-Told Tales(1842). He and Sophia Peabody were married
d a house in Concord named the “Old Manse” (owned by

in 1842; the couple rente

Emerson’s family) and became friends with the notable writers and intellectuals of the
area—Emerson, Thoreau, Margaret Fuller, and Ellery Channing, among others. The
Hawthornes' first child, Una, was born in 1844. While a hoped-for novel failed to
materialize, Hawthorne continued to publish sketches and tales, but with a more pro-
nounced focus on social reform, science, and technology. In 1845, he edited his friend
Bridge’s Journal of an African Cruiser, but little money came of this enterprise, and
Hawthorne had to move his family back to Salem to live with his mother and sisters.
The following year he published Mosses from an 0ld Manse, which added a number of
his recent periodical publications to some earlier work.

The Hawthornes’ second child, Julian, was born in 1846. Desperately in need of
money, Hawthorne turned to-his Democratic friends. The Democrats’ local party
leader, the historian George Bancroft, found work for Hawthorne as surveyor of the
Salem Custom House, 2 position that Hawthorne assumeyd in Ap‘nl 1846. The work
was not demanding; but the routine stifled Hawthorne's creative energies. Even
though he wrote little in these years: Hawthorne resented being throwx.-n out of
office by the new Whig administration in June 1849 and was pleased that his (zuster
led to a furious controversy in the newspapers: He. then spent a summer of ‘great
diversity and severity of emotion” (as he wrote in a journal entry of 1855), climaxed
by his mother’s death on July 31.In September he was at work on Thf Scarl.et Letter,
which he planned as 8 Jong tale to make up half a vol”ume Falled Old Time Leg-
ends; together with Sketches, Experimental and l(lieal. Besides the !ong fntroduc-
tion, “The Custom-House/’ which was Hawthorne'’s means of revenging himself on
the Salem Whigs who had ndecapitated” him, he planned to include several tales.
On the lookout for New England novelistic talent, James Fields, the young associ-
ate of the publisher william D: Ticknor, persuadefi Hawthorne to drop the stories.
The novel was published by the Bostont house of Ticknor, Regd, and Fields in 1850.

Although some reviewers denounced The Scarlet Letter as licentious or morbid for
its treatment of adultery; the novel was nevertheless a literary success in the United
States and Great Britain, and Hawthorne was celebrated for his brilliant prose style
and uncanny ability to re-create the past. Hawthorne used the setting of Puritan Bos-
ton to address the politics of revolution, community, and government central to the
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emerging nation; he also used the setting to ex‘plore matters of sexuality, gender, and
psychology in their historical complexity. In this dark novel of love and revenge, Haw-
thorne evokes emotional sympathy for the heroine, Hester Prynne, even as he appears
to condemn her actions. Despite the appearance of condemnation, Hester, for many
readers over the years, has emerged as more vibrantly alive and appealing than the
male characters of the novel. Hester’s status as heroine was apparent from the begin-
ning; as the feminist-abolitionist Jane Swisshelm observed in her 1850 review of the
novel, if Hawthorne wanted to teach a lesson about the putative sins of Hester, “he
had better try again. For our part if we knew there was such another woman as Hes-
ter Prynne in Boston now, we should travel all the way there to pay our respects.”
Strong women characters—Hepzibah in The House of the Seven Gables (1851), Zeno-
bia (modeled on Margaret Fuller) in The Blithedale Romance (1852), and Miriam in
The Marble Faun (1860)—would remain central to Hawthorne's long fictions. Though
some recent commentators have reviled Hawthorne for his 1855 complaint to his
publisher Ticknor about the “d——d mob of scribbling women,” the fact is that, as
evidenced by such stories as “The Birthmark” and “Rappaccini’s Daughter” and all
of the novels, few writers of the mid-nineteenth century were more insightful about
the damage patriarchal culture can do to women.

Following the publication of The Scarlet Letter, the Hawthornes moved to Lenox,
Massachusetts, in the Berkshire Mountains, in part to escape from the controversy
surrounding the satirical “Custom-House” sketch, which had angered many in Salem.
During a year and a half in Lenox, Hawthorne developed a complicated friendship
with Herman Melville, who championed Hawthorne as a great American writer in
his 1850 “Hawthorne and His Mosses” and dedicated Moby-Dick to him. Hawthorne,
over time, pulled back from Melville, and their paths seldom crossed after 1852,
when the Hawthornes moved to West Newton and then back to Concord. Haw-
thorne was especially productive during the early 1850s, publishing The House of
the Seven Gables, a romance with a contemporary Salem setting, and The Blithe-
dale Romance, which drew on Hawthorne's experiences at Brook Farm. Haw-
thorne also published The Snow-Image and Other Twice-Told Tales (1852), two
books of tales and myths for children (A Wonder-Book [1852] and The Tanglewood
Tales [1853)), and The Life of Franklin Pierce, a presidential campaign biography for
his Bowdoin friend. The victorious Pierce appointed Hawthorne American consul at
Liverpool, a job that again pulled Hawthorne away from his writing but that helped

him support a family augmented by the birth of a third child in 1850, his daughter
Rose.

At Liverpool (1853-57) Hawthorne, an industrious consul, was particularly con-
cerned to gain greater protections for American sailors from abusive officers. Haw-
thorne resigned the position early in 1857 after Pierce failed to gain the Democrats’
nomination for a second term, and remained in Europe to travel with his family.
A stay in Italy—starting in the miserably cold early months of 1858—turned into
a nightmare when malaria nearly killed his daughter Una. Hawthorne kept a
minutely detailed tourist’s account of his travels in Italy, and he drew on these note-
books for the romance he began in Florence in 1858 and finished late in 1859 after
his return to England. This novel, inspired by the statue of a faun attributed to the
classical Greek sculptor Praxiteles, was published in London in February 1860 as
Transformation and one month later in the United States under Hawthorne’s pre-
ferred title, The Marble Faun, Acclaimed by reviewers, the novel proved to be espe-
cially popular with American travelers to Rome later in the nineteenth century,
who enjoyed using it as a guidebook,

The Hawthornes returned to their Concord home, which Hawthorne had named
The Wayside, in June 1860. Hawthorne’s final years in the United States were an
unhappy time for him. Una remained sickly, and Hawthorne’s own health began to
decline. Increasingly depressed, he began a romance about an American claimant to
an ancestral English estate, then put it aside to begin a romance about the search for
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an elixir of life, and then put that one aside as well to start another. Meanwhile, the
Jacksonian Democrat Hawthorne was baffled and disturbed by the coming of the
Civil War, regarding the Northern declaration of war not as an idealistic campaign to
the end of slavery, which he viewed as an evil, but as a frenzied form of
aggression. Following a visit to Washington, D.C., in which he met Abraham Lincoln,
Hawthorne published “Chiefly about War-Matters” in the July 1862 issue of the
Atlantic Monthly; the essay satirized Lincoln and conveyed Hawthorne’s critique of a
nation gone mad with war. Fields, the editor of the Atlantic, paid well for this and
other of Hawthorne’s contributions, but Hawthorne was increasingly unable to
respond to Fields’s demands. In 1863 Hawthorne published Our Old Home, a
collection of his English sketches, which he loyally dedicated to Franklin Pierce,
who, because of his Southern sympathies, was now anathema to many Northerners.
Harriet Beecher Stowe expressed disbelief that Hawthorne would dedicate a-book
to “that arch-traitor Pierce”; and according to Annie Fields, the wife of Hawthorne’s
publisher, Emerson and many others who received complimentary copies of the
book reported that they had cut out the dedication page. Suffering from health
a frail and somewhat isolated Hawthorne embarked on a trip to New

h his friend Pierce early in May 1864, and died in his sleep, at a hotel,
Sleepy Hollow Cemetery at Concord. Emerson,
d Oliver Wendell Holmes were among

bring about

problems,
Hampshire wit
later that month. He was buried in the
Longfellow, Fields, James Russell Lowell, an.

his pallbearers.

My Kinsman, Major Molineux!

ain had assumed the right of appointing the
colonial governors,? the measures of the latter seldom met with the ready
and general approbation, which had been paid to those of their predeces-
sors, under the original charters. The people looked with most jealous scru-
tiny to the exercise of power, which did not emanate from themselves, and
they usually rewarded the rulers with slender gratitude, for the compli-
ances, by which, in softening their instructions from beyond the sea, they
had incurred the reprehension of those who gave them. The annals of Mas-

sachusetts Bay will inform us, that of six governors, in the space of about
d charter, under James II, two were

forty years from the surrender of the ol
"'nl?risoned by a popular insurrection; a third, as Hutchinson? inclines to
felleve, was driven from the province by the whizzing of a musket ball; a
c?)l-lrt'h, in the opinion of the same historian, was hastened to his grave by
tWr(;tmual bickerings with the house of repreﬁentatives; and the’remaining
rieyfais well as their successors, till the Rex./olunon, were l:avored with few and
titfies f(‘);e;"'a]s of Peaceful sway. The inferior members of th.e court }_mrty," in
remarls igh political excitement, led scarcely a more desirable life. These
may serve as preface to the following adventures, which chanced

After the kings of Great Brit

L gt o
Tokep, (133‘2)15 l:lhnt of the first printing in The royal governor. The particular annals, or year-
is fina] Coue'c[.aw(horne included the story in by-year histories, that Hawthorne has in mind
3¥iee Told Tyles (13 The Snow-Image, and Other are The History of the Colony and Province of
& In 1684 Kipe Coo2): Massachusetts-Bay (1764, 1767) by Hutchinson.
the origing |t Charles 11 (. 1660-85) annulled James 11 (1633—1701) reigned briefly (1685-88)
lowed the copamsachusetts Charter, which had  before being exiled to France in the Glorious Rev-
ropi WL (n1685288) arpoieon Eovernor, King olution (1688—89), which helped to establish the
3 iﬂn‘;e"norin A6os ppointed the colony’s first Enrllinn:lenl as the ruling governmental power in

as H; oy ngland.

utchinson (1711-1780), the last 4. The pro-Crown party.





