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THE LIFE OF THE AUTHOR
This new series aims to transform literary biography from
its status as a resource for facts and details to that of a
dynamic, innovative aspect of teaching, criticism, and
research. Outside universities lives of writers are by far the
most popular genre of books about literature, but within
them they are neglected as a focus for interpretation and
as frameworks for advanced research. The Life of the
Author will reverse this imbalance by exploring new
questions on how and why our conception of the author
frames our evaluation and understanding of their work.
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Introduction
Given the astonishing volume and variety of publications on
Nathaniel Hawthorne, which have been appearing since his
death in 1864, someone coming across the title of my study
might ask, “Why another?” It’s a fair question and easy to
answer: we need a new biographical approach to
Hawthorne.
It’s been said that we write the books we want to read.
Indeed, this is one such book: free from what Henry James
(1934) referred to as the “shackles of theory” (383), aimed
at the general reader with little knowledge of Hawthorne.
It is written from my personal perspective, from my own
experience – just as I teach his life and work.
My portrait of the author is intended to ignite greater
interest in his writings and his psyche. By drawing on my
own 45 years of studying and teaching the literature
written by and about him, visiting the places where he lived
and worked, and reading what he read, I want to bring new
readers close to the private man. By exploring the
circumstances that led him to become a writer, I hope to
enable others to gain insights into his innermost thoughts
and ideas. Most crucially, I want to convince my audience
that Hawthorne still matters.
For almost a century and a half, ingenious scholars have
labored to decipher the truth behind the man and his work,
which explains why we have so many theories about his life
and art. Ruminating on his first and only visit with the
author in 1860, William Dean Howells (1968 [1900]) wrote:
“[W]e are always finding new Hawthornes” (52). Close one
eye, and he is a Puritan, a Romantic, a Transcendentalist, a
socially‐conscious humanitarian, an aristocrat, a realist.



Close the other eye, and he is a rebel against Puritanism,
an anti‐Romantic, a critic of Transcendentalism, an
introverted aesthete, a democrat, an idealist (Abel 1963:
189). What readers make of Hawthorne depends on their
contemporary viewpoint.
There is something eerie, almost magical, about a famous
writer who wrote so much and yet gives so little away
about himself. “Hawthorne withdraws from the
biographer,” wrote Brooke Allen (2003), “as successfully as
he did from his family and friends.” “I love Hawthorne, I
admire him; but I do not know him,” remarked Jonathan
Cilley, his college classmate. “He lives in a mysterious
world of thought and imagination which he never permits
me to enter” (Cleaveland and Packard 1882: 303). Henry
James (1984 [1879]) alluded to the elusive character that
reveals itself in all of his writings: “He was silent, diffident,
more inclined to hesitate – to watch, and wait, and meditate
– than to produce himself, and fonder, on almost any
occasion, of being absent than of being present” (21). Even
his wife, Sophia, wrote: “To the last, he was in a measure to
me a divine mystery” (Hawthorne 1884: II, 352–353).
Hawthorne increased this mystique by burning much of his
correspondence (while entreating his family members and
friends to do the same) and all early drafts of his prose.
Nevertheless, I welcome the challenge. If every word
written by authors divulges some new facets of themselves,
we can find the elusive Hawthorne not only in the
testimonies from his ever‐watchful family members and
friends but also through the veil of his own words, both
published and unpublished. These writings encompass five
novels (or “romances” to use his term); 100 tales and
sketches from newspapers, magazines, and gift books
(published anonymously until 1836); his American
notebooks (spanning the years 1835–1853); three journals
comprising his impressions during extended trips to



England (1853–1857), France and Italy (1858–1859); a
campaign biography of Franklin Pierce; a memoir of his
time spent in England; six children’s books; and hundreds
of letters that somehow survived the flames.
Despite all that has and continues to be written about
Hawthorne, he is the best guide to his own life and work.
For this reason, I take seriously what Newsday editor, Alan
Hathaway, advised Robert Caro (2019) as he was about to
embark on the writing of a biography of Lyndon Baines
Johnson: “Just remember. Turn every page. Never assume
anything” (11). I needed to explore everywhere and
everything before I could ascertain what to use and what to
discard.
It is not well known that Hawthorne had a penchant for
exploring uncomfortable, even contentious issues. He
confronted in himself with the deepest secrets of the
human heart, including the most fundamental themes of
good and evil, body and soul, and expressed those secrets
in his work. “That blue‐eyed darling Nathaniel knew
disagreeable things in his inner soul,” wrote D.H. Lawrence
(1977 [1923]). “He was careful to send them out in
disguise” (89). “[D]eep as Dante,” Herman Melville would
say of “Young Goodman Brown” in its penetration into the
mystery of evil (Crowley 1970: 123). In 1883, when Julian
Hawthorne visited Melville with a view to seeking credible
information for his father’s biography, the latter remarked
(as Julian remembered) that he was convinced Hawthorne
had all his life “concealed some great secret, which would,
were it known, explain all the mysteries of his career”
(Parker 2002: 855–856).
In this regard, “negative capability,” the phrase coined by
John Keats (2002 [1877]) in a letter to his brothers George
and Tom, is particularly useful. Keats distinguished writers
like Shakespeare, who exemplified this quality, from others,



such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who did not: “[A]t once it
struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement
especially in Literature,” he wrote. “I mean Negative
Capability, that is when a man is capable of being in
uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable
reaching after fact & reason” (60). Keats takes
Shakespeare as the great example of a poet who, inspired
by the external world, was receptive to the contradictions
of experience and gave free rein to his imagination.
This was true for Hawthorne, also. He didn’t set out to
change the world, to make a point, or even to send a
message, yet his stories transcend mere imitations of life.
Like Emily Dickinson, who greatly admired him, in a letter
to his publisher William D. Ticknor (dated 19 January
1955), he spurned the overly topical or commercial,
sneered at what he called the “d–d mob of scribbling
women’” – the soon‐to‐be‐forgotten middlebrow authors of
his time who, with the exception of Fanny Fern, whose
work he admired, commented on social issues, not timeless
truths of the human heart (Works XVII, 304).
Hawthorne was content to remain in a state of ambivalence
as he explored “an enduring sense of mystery and chaos
just beneath the surface of everyday life, of the burden of
the past borne by the present, of the persistence of evil
whether the world believes in original sin or not” (Cryer
2004). He did not feel obligated to illuminate his mysteries.
Instead, he was secure enough to allow his readers to form
their own judgments about him and his characters.
Few writers have represented and encapsulated the
ambiguities of moral choice so fully. Did Young Goodman
Brown really meet the Devil? Did Arthur Dimmesdale in
The Scarlet Letter really have a fiery scar on his breast?
What finally became of Miriam and her lover in The Marble
Faun? To his credit, Hawthorne does not give us clear



answers. As readers, we are asked to do what great
literature has always required: question everything. As
with every art form where ambiguity is a dominant feature,
it is perhaps more useful to investigate how this condition
is achieved and what it means rather than attempting to
resolve it.
Each tale or novel becomes, therefore, a kind of mirror or
Rorschach test in which we get to see not only our physical
reflection, but our innermost being, even our soul, but only
if we dare to look. Hawthorne’s fiction demands that we
examine ourselves incisively and determine what we intend
to do with this self‐knowledge. It is for us (as it was for
Hawthorne) a means of unleashing the imagination, to
reach the deepest recesses of our hearts that are otherwise
locked away from us. We get out of his work the more we
put into it. “The sources of the truest truths,” said Saul
Bellow, “are inevitably profoundly personal” (Bloom 1987:
12).
I approach this project as if I were preparing a seminar for
a new generation of intelligent college students
disillusioned by perfunctory scholarship and unfriendly
theories (though I hope specialists may profit in passing
here and there). At one time, we could reasonably expect
them to demonstrate some understanding of Hawthorne’s
writings and their vital role in America’s literary history.
Today this is not the case. For most students, exposure is
limited to a forced (and superficial) reading of The Scarlet
Letter and a handful of tales, unlike my postwar
generation, which began to read him during high school
before continuing through our college and graduate years.
It is disheartening to find so many students since the mid‐
1980s indifferent to this great writer.
The reasons for this decline in interest are apparent. There
is a prevailing attitude among many teachers that



Hawthorne’s relevance to our times is steadily dwindling.
They contend that we cannot be bothered with unraveling
the “impenetrable” mysteries of a nineteenth‐century
writer, a dead white Western male at that, who has
historically “proven” to be inaccurate, insufficiently
philosophical, sexist, misogynistic, racist, insular, and
elitist. I heard one prominent scholar complain at a
conference, “Well, we historians don’t take Hawthorne
seriously.” When I questioned the rationale behind her
inference, she said, “Students can’t relate to him and his
invented facts” – the basis of all fiction. When students (and
their teachers) proclaim that they cannot relate to
Hawthorne, they do so because they cannot relate to the
way he has been taught to them. They are also essentially
conceding that they are misreading or unwilling to put in
the work his writings demand from them. For reasons I
shall explore in greater detail, Hawthorne does matter
today – perhaps even more so now than he did to his
nineteenth‐century readers.
Hawthorne was one of the most acute observers of Puritan
life in colonial New England. His understanding of
Calvinism, with its emphasis upon predestination and a
wrathful, judgmental God, was profound, although he
didn’t accept most of its doctrines. Without his insights, no
modern reader can claim to understand the texture of early
American history, with its myriad distortions and delusions,
its incendiary, judgmental and unforgiving impulse.
If there’s harm associated with Hawthorne, or any of the
classics for that matter, it comes from not teaching him.
Not teaching Hawthorne undervalues the power of his art
and undermines the ability of our students to appreciate
and be deepened by it. Students suffer poverty of language
and cultural references and, worse, they don’t even know
it.



We can also look at Hawthorne as a guiding force as we
think through our contemporary dilemmas; what mattered
to him is not devoid of consequences for us as well. The
timeless concerns of the effects of sin (both secret and
disclosed), guilt and penitence, religious hypocrisy,
sexuality, history and national identity, art and the
imagination are always encrypted in his works of fiction –
hidden, yet visible if we know how to look – as they are,
somewhere, in our thoughts. The truths he conveys hit
close to home with the reader. “Make no mistake,” said
Robert Frost, an admirer of Hawthorne’s: “A true piece of
writing is a dangerous thing. It can change your life” (Wolff
2003: 47).
I always knew that I’d write this book. My interest in
Hawthorne goes back to 1957 when, as a youngster, I made
my first journey with my family from Amherst (where I was
raised) to Salem, Massachusetts. I picked up a small blue
copy of The House of the Seven Gables in a bookshop,
opened to chapter one, and read in a state of exaltation the
first mesmerizing sentence: “Half‐way down a by‐street of
one of our New England towns, stands a rusty wooden
house, with seven acutely peaked gables facing towards
various points of the compass, and a huge, clustered
chimney in the midst” (Works II, 5). This passage struck a
deep chord within me, possibly because I had just returned
from that memorable visit, and when I went back to Salem
four years later, I realized that Hawthorne had accurately
described the dark ancestral house. After many decades,
the novel continues to resonate in my memories of musty
smells and haunting sounds and sights.
I kept a worn copy of that volume, published by Classic
Books, with my penciled annotations in the margins and
endpapers. Since then, I have been perpetually curious
about this enigmatic, shy, consummate artist whose life of
solitude, mystery, and later marriage to Sophia Peabody



never ceases to intrigue and attract visitors to his homes in
Salem and Concord.
Such is the personal attachment we tend to develop for the
authors and works we admire. The sheer joy of reading
Hawthorne and now writing about him has impelled me to
ponder deeply as to why I have been drawn to him since
childhood and why I still am, albeit in different ways and
from a different perspective – as shall be revealed in the
chapters to follow.



1
Under the Spell of Hawthorne

  Hawthorne’s birthplace, 27 Union Street, Salem.
Source: Library of Congress.

A man of a deep and noble nature has seized me in this
seclusion. His wild, witch‐voice rings through me; …

—Herman Melville (Crowley 1970: 111)

When those of us with an unbounded love for literature
begin reading, we enter the psyche of another and allow
our own world to be subsumed in the world created by the
author. In so doing, there are times when we are touched
within by some sort of awe, even euphoria. We feel edified.



We feel transformed. We feel more fully and pleasurably
alive.
We call such flashes of intense insight “aha” moments – as
in now I see, now I know, now I understand. Christianity
refers to them as “epiphanies” – from the Greek
epiphaneia, meaning “a manifestation” (Petridou 2016: 6).
Virginia Woolf (1976) called them “moments of being” (70),
and William Wordsworth (2012 [1805]) referred to them as
“spots of time” in The Prelude (XI, line 257).
Whatever we call them, once these eureka moments occur
and we have considered them afterward in calm reflection,
we find ourselves in sync with the rhythm of life in a fresh
way: the world is put into clearer perspective; we begin to
move in a direction that is different from anything we’d
ever imagined, a direction that we know is just right for us.
This describes fairly accurately how many of us respond (as
did Herman Melville) to the life and work of Nathaniel
Hawthorne. But why? What is it about this particular
author’s temperament and artistry that casts such a
powerful (almost hypnotic) spell, one that draws us in so
quickly and holds us so tenaciously? Why is it that the
novels and tales give so many of his devoted readers such a
personal experience? Why does Brenda Wineapple’s (2003)
assessment – “Once read, his stories never vanish” – ring so
very true? (381)
Certainly, his appeal to the reading public lies partly in his
fulfillment of what Vladimir Nabokov (1980) identified as
the fundamental requirements of any great writer: he is a
storyteller, a teacher, but above all, an astute enchanter (5).
He points us in the direction of a new discovery, a new
conquest, a great new adventure. He often catches us
unaware, transporting us to a world we are fascinated by
but never knew existed. He speaks to anyone at any age
and in any state of mind who is willing to press the pause



button and listen. As he specifies in his preface to The
House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne strives both to
present “the truth of the human heart” – his great subject –
and to connect “a by‐gone time with the very Present that
is flitting away from us” (Works X, 1, 2).
“[E]very man and woman contains the truth of every man
and woman who has ever lived,” wrote Robertson Davies
(1997), “and that truth is cloaked in the muddy vesture of
everyday life” (137). The context may be different from our
own, and on the surface, the characters may be quite
unlike us, but what remains constant is the human heart.
What separates one generation from another is superficial.
We share with Hawthorne’s characters identical needs,
desires, fears, and potential for good or, alas, evil. C.S.
Lewis (1961 [1942]) refers to this as the doctrine of “The
Unchanging Human Heart,” and my belief in it underscores
what I say both in the classroom and in this book (62).
Quite remarkably, Hawthorne meets us at our point of
need.
The seductive appeal of his works, including those that
were aimed at children, lies in their invitation to each of us
to read as if we, and not solely the characters therein, were
its true subject. We find ourselves unraveling a mystery
that we’ve always known but didn’t know we knew.
Hawthorne very often creates a story with a setting and
characters so enchanting and so seemingly real that we
end up disregarding the fact that it is fiction.
The Russian poet Kornei Chukovsky (1971) showed the
vital importance of enchantment to the growth of the
intellect. He described a policy instituted by the Soviet
government in the 1920s that banned all fantasy from the
education of children in favor of simple, realistic, factual
stories. One of the educators, curious about the effects of
this ruling, began to keep a diary of her own child’s



development. She found that her son began to make up his
own fantasies as if to compensate for what he was being
denied. He had never heard a fairy tale, never read a ghost
story, but talking tigers, birds, and bugs, as well as
beautiful maidens, castles, and underground cities, soon
consumed his imaginative world. Chukovsky concluded:
“Fantasy is the most valuable attribute of the human mind
and it should be diligently nurtured from earliest childhood,
as one nurtures musical sensitivity and not crushed” (116–
117).
Hawthorne never outgrew his need for creative play, and
neither do we; many mature and rational adults enjoy
imaginative tales, ghost stories, and science fiction. In his
writings, events and situations oftentimes occur beyond the
realm of the ordinary. He associated the paranormal and
the ghostly with the genre of romance in which the purely
imaginary could co‐exist alongside the mundane. It is “a
neutral territory,” he wrote in “The Custom‐House,”
“somewhere between the real world and fairy‐land, where
the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbue
itself with the nature of the other. Ghosts might enter here,
without affrighting us” (Works I, 36). The eerie atmosphere
in The House of the Seven Gables raises the question,
“What does it mean to be haunted by the past?” We are
drawn into the tale by its realistic elements, then surprised
by weird and abnormal details that convince us that the
supernatural affects everyday life. He uses the classic
techniques of the ghost story for serious, moral purposes.
Hawthorne’s tales also offer perhaps the most eloquent
instances of the gratifying triumph over fear – what H.P.
Lovecraft (1994 [1927]) called “the oldest and strongest
emotion” of humankind (1). Horror stories and tales of the
supernatural are a means by which both children and
adults can bravely confront frightening adversaries, such
as death, ghosts, and the unknown, by reading about them



in a safe, even light‐hearted context. Hawthorne’s
characters and settings and mysterious plots express a
variety of ideas about the relationship of the individual to
the culture. Some reveal human fragility; some satirize and
therefore deflate certain stereotypes about death; others
make compelling statements about our own worst
nightmares. Any horror loses at least some of its magnitude
once we have looked squarely upon it. “When we become
the dark,” said American novelist P. D. Cacek, “the shadows
seem less frightening” (Bannatyne 2011: 42).
One of my colleagues makes Hawthorne a centerpiece of
the semester as his students examine the dark side of the
literary imagination. Mary Shelley’s gothic novel
Frankenstein (1823), Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange
Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), and Bram Stoker’s
Dracula (1897), or the hauntings of Henry James’s Turn of
the Screw (1898) are just a handful of obvious examples his
students explore to accompany Hawthorne. It’s a short leap
from discussions about horror to the witches in
Shakespeare’s Macbeth (1606) or the ghost in Hamlet
(1599/1601) – both of which Hawthorne had read as a
child. The course also places the works of Edgar Allan Poe,
an enthusiastic promoter of Hawthorne, within a literary
tradition of supernatural tales that goes beyond
entertaining to deeper emotional and moral concerns. As
Hawthorne did early on, the students are encouraged to
keep a fear journal – in which they write down their
nightmares and discover how wicked other people are or
could be.
So, what did Hawthorne discover? “There is evil in every
human heart,” he wrote in an early journal entry (dated 25
October 1836), “which may remain latent, perhaps,
through the whole of life; but circumstances may rouse it to
activity. To imagine such circumstances. A woman, tempted
to be false to her husband, apparently through mere whim,



– or a young man to feel an instinctive thirst for blood, and
to commit murder” (Works VIII, 29–30). Hawthorne’s early
notebooks are replete with “morbid anatom[ies]” of the
human heart (McFarland 2004: 22). Ghosts appear with a
purpose – to warn, to encourage, to punish, or to provide
an alter ego.
In their power and subtlety, these stories create a gripping,
tension‐laden atmosphere. For some spirits, like myself,
curling up in the safety of our beds with a terrifying book
will do the trick: as the wind blows and a barren branch
taps at the window, we can experience once again, without
warning, and as if from a reservoir not of years but of
centuries, the haunting memories of childhood fears that
Hawthorne brings to life so vividly. This brings me to
another reason we fall under Hawthorne’s spell: A sense of
place is at the heart of everything he wrote. He rendered
physical settings with such dreamlike clarity that we never
doubt their actual existence. We never want to. We enter
them as if they are our own.
When I announced in one of my literature classes that I
needed to return to Salem, Concord, and Boston to
complete a chapter for a book I was writing, one student
remarked, “Why bother? That’s why we have the Internet.
You can do your research that way and save yourself a lot
of time and money.” Although expressed completely
without guile or malice, that student’s seemingly tacit
acceptance of the computer over “see‐touch‐feel” strangely
disquieted me. My response, acerbic as it may have
sounded, was as follows: “I’m going there because life is
not found on the bloodless Internet. Life is found in real
places.”
For decades, acting on this belief has deepened my insights
into the reading and study of authors whose works become
better illuminated by experiencing firsthand the physical



spaces they knew and drew from. I cannot claim for others,
but that has certainly been my experience with Hawthorne.
I wanted to see the fully textured physical and psychic
landscape – its warp and woof – where some of my favorite
stories, novels, and essays were conceived and written. I
went to see the beds on which Hawthorne slept, the tables
where he ate, the desks where he wrote, the halls he
paced, and the windows he must have stared through when
the right words did not come.
In fact, I did much of my early thinking about this book
while on the grounds of his Concord homes, The Old Manse
and The Wayside, or late at night at the Hawthorne Inn
(now permanently closed) across the road from Bronson
Alcott’s Orchard House, while sipping from a glass of wine,
a favorite beverage of Hawthorne’s, and almost sensing as
if he were there with me, guiding every word.
Hawthorne could never have written The Scarlet Letter or
The House of the Seven Gables under the glare of bright
sunshine. Autumn and winter months were the optimal
times for his writing – as they are for me. He had to write
in the shimmer of candlelight or by the glow of a coal‐fire,
haunted and inspired by the deep shadows of antiquity.
Darkness is primal; it soothes, invites, and relaxes. Voices
lower. Thoughts emerge with greater care, ease, and
openness. “[B]road daylight dispels shadow just as
wakefulness dispels dream; a world of fact crowds out
fiction” (Martin 1983: 31).
We might understand what the scenes in a novel or tale say
and portend, but we need to transcend the verbal surface
of what we read. Perhaps only standing where the author
had stood can we do justice to and bring home to our
imagination the physical realities of his life and times.
Perhaps even more importantly, it is only then that we are
able to connect our own reality with the one he strove to



create in his work. Every journey outward is a journey
inward. I needed to be there, not only in Salem, Concord,
and Boston but also in Brunswick, Maine, the Berkshires,
Lennox, West Newton, West Roxbury, Liverpool, London,
Paris, Florence, and Rome. All these places were important
to Hawthorne’s development and, as a consequence, to my
understanding of him.
I often tell my students of my unabashedly romantic
pilgrimages to other sites as well: Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
two‐story clapboard mansion where, with the curator’s
permission, I touched the bed on which the sage of
Concord had drawn his last breath; or upstairs at Orchard
House where I lingered at the semicircular fold‐down shelf‐
desk upon which Louisa May Alcott had composed Little
Women (1868/1869) in just 10 weeks; or the Church of the
First Parish from which I walked to Author’s Ridge atop
Sleepy Hollow Cemetery while envisioning the funeral and
Hawthorne’s procession. Standing at his gravesite, it
dawned upon me that this would be the closest I’d ever get
to shaking his hand.
Memory and imagination – tools all writers share – are
sheltered inside the walls of homes, said Gaston Bachelard
(1964) in The Poetics of Space (3). I find it fascinating that
we’re never quite sure as to what hints, pointers,
suggestions, or promises we will discover about our
readings, thoughts, and dreams, when we examine the
environs where some of the most brilliant minds in history
produced their creative gems. Surrounded by their space,
we may catch a glimpse, as the authors once did, of
humanity in its depths. “Behind every door,” wrote Anna
Quindlen (2004), “there are stories, behind every one
ghosts. The greatest writers in the history of the written
word have given them substance, given them life” (160).



And so, I describe for my students the powerful resonance I
felt within the clapboard walls of The Old Manse. Here,
from the flurry of family life, Hawthorne collected
impressions he later used to develop the interior scenes for
some of his memorable tales. Running her hand over
Hawthorne’s desk and wiping off the dust, one colleague
naively sighed, “Oh, that some of his genius might rub off
on me!” How many of us have done and said something
similar about the authors we care for?
My travels have given me interesting ways to engage my
students with Hawthorne. I visited Rome and Florence,
where he spent a little more than a year, and I learned that
he did most of his preparatory thinking there for his final
completed and published romance, The Marble Faun. I
relate how, upon entering his third‐floor study at The
Wayside in Concord, I sensed the pain, the isolation, and
the frustration as he tried unsuccessfully to compose a new
novel after his return from Europe while his family, directly
beneath, tended to daily domestic affairs.
I reveal how I have stood at noon at the approximate spot
where, on 9 July 1845, the day of the Hawthorne’s third
wedding anniversary, 19‐year‐old Martha Hunt, the
superintendent of a district school, had left her bonnet and
shoes neatly arranged on the shore, and, after hours of
pacing the banks, had walked to her death in the Concord
River. Later that evening, Hawthorne set out in his boat
with Ellery Channing and two other men. As they paddled
and dragged the river, they recovered the girl’s body.
(Several years later, one of her sisters also committed
suicide in the river and another died by accidental
drowning.)
I explained to the students how standing there connected
me emotionally to Zenobia’s suicide by drowning in The
Blithedale Romance, particularly the lines: “Of all modes of



death, methinks it is the ugliest. Her wet garments swathed
limbs of terrible inflexibility. She was the marble image of a
death‐agony. Her arms had grown rigid in the act of
struggling, and were bent before her, with clenched hands;
her knees, too, were bent, and – thank God for it! – in the
attitude of prayer. Ah, that rigidity! It is impossible to bear
the terror of it” (Works III, 235). Until he had written about
this mortifying, heart‐wrenching scene, Hawthorne could
not make peace with the Hunt tragedy. This is one of the
many instances in his life where Hawthorne’s refusal to let
go of a painful episode had positive results in his work.
Discussions that follow elicit useful questions as we
speculate about the various ways in which geography
informed Hawthorne’s works. Every place is inexorably
linked to an open‐ended question. What does it mean, for
example, to say that he will forever be connected with
Salem or Concord? What was transpiring in Hawthorne’s
mind as he walked at dusk, lost in nostalgic contemplation
in the green seclusion of the outskirts of Salem? Or while
alone in the darkest regions of Liverpool and London? Or
within the cathedrals and museums of Rome? His novels
and tales indeed capture the spirit of the locale, but in
order to appreciate how he uses a particular place, it can
help to visit it, as I have done, and experience there the
fairy‐tale mystery that intrigued Hawthorne himself.
No website or video can capture this magic: the shaded,
plain wooden bench perched on a path above the garden
behind his house, The Wayside; the buzz of bees feasting on
nearby apple and wild rose; the warm breeze wafting
gently from the valley spread out below, bearing with it the
cleansing scent of fresh‐cut grass of which he wrote in his
American journal.
I hope that such discussions not only engage my students
but, ultimately, inspire them to set out with high



expectations on their respective journeys to make a
connection with writers such as Hawthorne. Seeing the
sparse tower room upstairs at his Concord home, The
Wayside, where he wrote late in life, or the lake, near to the
Hawthorne’s home, where Sophia slipped and miscarried
her child, might kindle or renew an interest in his books.
To some of my colleagues, all this is but a fool’s errand, a
snooping obsession that borders on the ridiculous – literary
idolatry of sorts. “What if the information about the places
isn’t accurate?” someone said. “What if the guides aren’t
telling the truth?” My answer is that the tourist information
really doesn’t matter; I go for the atmosphere of the places.
After visiting them, I am moved beyond words to turn to
the books and tales again, and my reading is infused with a
new, more pungent essence derived from visiting these
homes and villages. Regardless of the extent to which they
have changed over time, the places Hawthorne captured
and drew from continue to live in his work. “Our emotions
are somehow stirred,” wrote Cicero, “in those places in
which the feet of those whom we love and admire have
trodden” (Hendrix 2009: 14).
More than his enchanting storytelling or unforgettable
characters, his use of ambiguity and impeccable irony, his
taste for the supernatural, and his sense of place,
Hawthorne’s most memorable gift was his voice – a
narrative voice that speaks to each one of us in a uniquely
enthralling manner.
Unsentimental and wise, the voice behind his characters
beguiles us, humors us, and refuses to let go. There is truth
in every line he wrote, almost as if he were incapable of
uttering a falsehood. This is the voice of reason, of
moderation, of intellectual honesty, and prudence. In the
preface to The Ambassadors, Henry James (1934) refers to
this narrative voice as the reader’s friend or confidante


