
nathaniel hawthorne the house of the seven
gables
nathaniel hawthorne the house of the seven gables is a seminal work in American literature,
authored by Nathaniel Hawthorne and published in 1851. This Gothic novel intricately combines
themes of ancestral guilt, retribution, and atonement, set against the backdrop of a decaying New
England mansion. The story explores the complex relationships among the Pyncheon family
members, highlighting the impact of past sins on present generations. With its rich symbolism and
atmospheric setting, the novel remains a critical study in the exploration of moral complexities and
human nature. This article delves into various aspects of Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the
Seven Gables, including its historical context, plot summary, major themes, character analysis, and
its lasting influence on literature and culture.
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Historical Background and Publication
Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the Seven Gables was written during the mid-19th century, a
period marked by a growing fascination with Gothic literature and dark romanticism. Hawthorne,
already known for his exploration of Puritanism and moral complexity, drew inspiration from his own
family history and the colonial architecture of Salem, Massachusetts. The titular house in the novel
is based on a real mansion built in 1668, which Hawthorne visited and which influenced his
atmospheric descriptions. Published in 1851, the novel reflects the cultural anxieties of the time,
including the legacy of colonialism, the weight of inherited sin, and the possibility of redemption.

Context of the Gothic Tradition
The novel aligns with Gothic literary traditions through its eerie setting, themes of decay and
hauntings, and exploration of dark psychological states. Hawthorne’s use of supernatural elements
and moral allegories fits within the broader American Gothic movement but is distinct in its focus on
historical and social critique.



Publication History
First published by Ticknor, Reed & Fields, Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the Seven Gables
received mixed reviews initially but gradually secured its place as a classic. The novel’s blend of
romance, mystery, and moral philosophy attracted readers intrigued by both its narrative and its
ethical questions.

Plot Overview of Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the
Seven Gables
The story centers around the Pyncheon family, who inhabit the gloomy and mysterious House of the
Seven Gables in Salem. The plot unfolds over several generations, revealing a curse tied to an
ancestral crime committed by Colonel Pyncheon. The current inhabitants include Hepzibah
Pyncheon, her brother Clifford, and their young cousin Phoebe, whose arrival brings hope and
change.

Summary of Key Events

The novel opens with Hepzibah’s decision to open a small shop in the ancient mansion to1.
support herself and Clifford.

Clifford, recently released from prison, struggles with his mental and physical frailty.2.

Phoebe Pyncheon arrives, bringing vitality and kindness to the household.3.

Through interactions with Phoebe and other characters, the story gradually uncovers the dark4.
legacy of the Pyncheon family.

A climax reveals the truth about the ancestral curse and the injustices committed by Colonel5.
Pyncheon.

The novel ends on a note of reconciliation and the possibility of renewal as the family confronts6.
its past.

Setting and Atmosphere
The House of the Seven Gables itself functions almost as a character, embodying themes of decay
and endurance. Hawthorne’s detailed descriptions of the mansion’s gloomy rooms, secret passages,
and overgrown grounds contribute to the novel’s haunting atmosphere.



Major Themes and Symbolism
Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the Seven Gables is rich with thematic complexity and symbolic
imagery. The novel examines the consequences of ancestral guilt, explores the possibility of
redemption, and critiques societal hypocrisy. Symbolism is pervasive, from the house itself to objects
and characters that reflect broader moral and psychological states.

Theme of Ancestral Guilt and Retribution
The Pyncheon family’s curse originates from a dark deed by their ancestor, colonel Pyncheon, whose
ruthless ambition led to injustice and suffering. This inherited guilt haunts the family, manifesting in
their misfortunes and strained relationships. Hawthorne uses this theme to explore how the sins of
the past continue to affect the present.

Theme of Redemption and Renewal
Despite the pervasive sense of doom, the novel also offers hope through characters like Phoebe, who
symbolizes innocence and the possibility of change. The eventual reconciliation within the family
suggests that renewal is achievable through forgiveness and moral reckoning.

Symbolism in the Novel

The House: Represents the burden of history and the persistence of the past.

The Secret Chest: Symbolizes hidden truths and buried guilt.

Light and Darkness: Contrast between knowledge and ignorance, good and evil.

Plants and Growth: Reflect the potential for renewal and life amid decay.

Character Analysis
The characters in Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the Seven Gables are deeply intertwined with
the novel’s themes and symbolism. Each character embodies different aspects of the family’s legacy
and the novel’s moral questions.

Hepzibah Pyncheon
Hepzibah is a proud but impoverished woman who strives to maintain dignity despite her family’s
decline. Her decision to open a shop reflects both resilience and the constraints imposed by her
social position. Hepzibah’s character highlights themes of endurance and sacrifice.



Clifford Pyncheon
Clifford represents the tragic consequences of the family curse. His imprisonment and fragile mental
state symbolize the destructive power of inherited guilt. Clifford’s vulnerability contrasts with the
harshness of his ancestor, emphasizing the human cost of past sins.

Phoebe Pyncheon
Phoebe brings warmth, optimism, and a fresh perspective to the Pyncheon household. She acts as a
catalyst for change, embodying hope and the potential for breaking free from the cycle of
retribution. Her interactions with other characters reveal their capacity for redemption.

Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon
The antagonist of the novel, Judge Pyncheon, exemplifies greed, corruption, and abuse of power. He
is a direct descendant of Colonel Pyncheon and perpetuates the family’s darker traits. His character
serves as a foil to the more sympathetic members of the family.

Literary Significance and Legacy
Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the Seven Gables holds a distinguished place in American
literature, exemplifying the Gothic tradition while addressing uniquely American themes. The novel’s
exploration of history, morality, and identity has influenced countless writers and scholars.

Influence on American Gothic Literature
The novel’s use of a haunted house as a symbol of ancestral sin helped establish a framework for
American Gothic fiction. Its blend of supernatural elements with psychological depth set a standard
for subsequent works exploring the American past and identity.

Cultural and Historical Impact
Beyond literature, the real House of the Seven Gables has become a historic site and museum,
drawing visitors interested in Hawthorne’s work and New England history. The novel’s themes
continue to resonate in discussions about heritage, morality, and social justice.

Enduring Themes in Modern Context
The issues addressed in Nathaniel Hawthorne the House of the Seven Gables—such as the legacy of
historical injustice and the struggle for personal and collective redemption—remain relevant. The
novel invites ongoing reflection on how the past shapes present identities and ethical
responsibilities.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Nathaniel Hawthorne's 'The
House of the Seven Gables'?
The central theme of 'The House of the Seven Gables' is the impact of ancestral sins and guilt on
subsequent generations, exploring themes of guilt, retribution, and atonement within a Gothic
setting.

How does Nathaniel Hawthorne use the setting in 'The House
of the Seven Gables' to enhance the story?
Hawthorne uses the decaying mansion, the House of the Seven Gables, as a symbol of the Pyncheon
family's troubled past and the lingering effects of their ancestral guilt, creating a gloomy and
atmospheric Gothic backdrop that reflects the characters' inner turmoil.

Who are the main characters in 'The House of the Seven
Gables' and what roles do they play?
The main characters include Hepzibah Pyncheon, a proud but impoverished woman; her brother
Clifford, who is imprisoned and weakened; Phoebe, their cheerful and kind cousin; and Judge Jaffrey
Pyncheon, the antagonist representing the corrupt legacy of the family.

How does 'The House of the Seven Gables' reflect Nathaniel
Hawthorne's views on Puritanism?
The novel critiques Puritanism by highlighting its rigid morality, intolerance, and the destructive
consequences of ancestral pride and guilt, illustrating how these Puritan values can lead to suffering
and decay across generations.

What role does the supernatural play in 'The House of the
Seven Gables'?
Supernatural elements like the haunted mansion and eerie atmosphere contribute to the Gothic tone
of the novel, symbolizing the haunting legacy of past sins and the characters' psychological struggles
rather than literal ghosts.

Why is 'The House of the Seven Gables' considered an
important work in American literature?
It is considered important because it blends Gothic fiction with psychological depth and social
commentary, offering insight into American history, family legacy, and moral complexity, making it a
classic exploration of identity and morality in 19th-century America.



Additional Resources
1. The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne
This classic novel explores themes of sin, guilt, and redemption in Puritan New England. Like *The
House of the Seven Gables*, it delves into the psychological and moral complexities of its characters.
Hawthorne’s rich symbolism and dark romanticism create a haunting atmosphere that complements
the tone found in his other works.

2. Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment by Nathaniel Hawthorne
A short story that examines human nature and the folly of trying to recapture youth. The tale’s
gothic elements and moral questions align well with the themes present in *The House of the Seven
Gables*. It offers insight into Hawthorne’s exploration of human weaknesses and supernatural
undertones.

3. Rappaccini’s Daughter by Nathaniel Hawthorne
This eerie story centers on love and science in a mysterious garden filled with poisonous plants. Its
dark romanticism and exploration of moral ambiguity make it a fitting companion to *The House of
the Seven Gables*. The story’s gothic setting and tragic romance echo Hawthorne’s signature style.

4. The Blithedale Romance by Nathaniel Hawthorne
A novel that critiques utopian communities through a tale of complex relationships and idealism.
Though less gothic, it shares Hawthorne’s interest in human nature and societal flaws. Readers of
*The House of the Seven Gables* will appreciate its psychological depth and moral questioning.

5. Wieland by Charles Brockden Brown
Considered one of the first American gothic novels, it features themes of madness, mystery, and
religious fanaticism. Like Hawthorne’s work, it explores the darker sides of human nature and the
supernatural. This novel paved the way for writers like Hawthorne in American gothic literature.

6. Uncle Silas by J. Sheridan Le Fanu
A classic gothic novel involving a young woman’s struggle against sinister family secrets and
inheritance disputes. Its atmospheric suspense and focus on ancestral curses resonate with *The
House of the Seven Gables*. The novel’s exploration of fear and family intrigue mirrors Hawthorne’s
thematic concerns.

7. Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier
A modern gothic tale of mystery, memory, and the haunting presence of the past within an old
mansion. The story’s exploration of secrets and the influence of history on the present parallels
themes in Hawthorne’s novel. Its richly atmospheric setting makes it an excellent contemporary
complement.

8. Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë
This novel combines gothic elements with a strong psychological portrait of its heroine. Themes of
family secrets, inheritance, and the supernatural align with those in *The House of the Seven
Gables*. Brontë’s use of a mysterious mansion as a central symbol echoes Hawthorne’s style.

9. The Turn of the Screw by Henry James
A psychological ghost story that explores ambiguity, fear, and the reliability of perception. Its
haunting mood and gothic motifs make it a natural companion to Hawthorne’s work. The novella’s
focus on the unseen and the effects of the past on the present connect deeply with *The House of the
Seven Gables*.
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