[image: image1.png]About the Author

repeatedly explores in_his_: flCthn As a person, Hawthorne was
ircumspect and reserved, and his introspection and need for privacy
imbued his life with an air of mystery, making him something of an
enigma even to his farnily and close friends. After his death, his wife, Sophia,
wrote that she “never dared gaze at him unless his lids were down. It seemed an
invasion into a holy place—To the last he was in a measure to me a divine
Mystery, for he was so to himself.” This sense of an ultimately inaccessible self
runs throughout Hawthorne's life and his fiction.

Hawthorne's fascination with the hidden dimensions of human character
is in part a reflection of his Puritan heritage, Bon in 1804 in Salem,
Massachusetts, Hawthorne was descended from the Hathomes who had been
prominent in Salem since colonial times. One of Hawthomne's ancestors,
John Hathome, was a judge at the notorious witcheraft trials of the 1690s.
Particularly disturbing to Hawthorne was the fact that his “ancestor, - ﬁ}xhke most
of his Puritan colleagues, never repented of his part in the trials. Given this
family history, Hawthorne was deeply ambivalent about his birthplace, repeat-
edly leaving Salem throughout his life only to return to it. For Hawthomne, the7
Puritan past, with its emphasis on secret sin and its intolerance of human frallty,
was a source of both pain and inspiration.

Hawthorme's own early history also had its darker passages. His father, a
ship’s captain, died when Hawthorne was four, and he and his sisters were
raised by his mother and her family. Later in life, Hawthomne traced his habit of
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retreating into solitude to his childhood, when a leg injury kept him at home
from the age of nine to eleven. Biographers have differed about whether this
injury was physical or psychological, but it is clear that Hawthome preferred
staying at home, reading, and making up his own stories to attending school.
He read a wide range of authors, including John Bunyan, Michel de Montaigne,
Jean Jacques Rousseau, William Shakespeare, and Edmund Spenser. He began
writing essays and poems at an early age, and for a time edited a newspaper for
his family, writing all the articles himself.

It was at Bowdoin College that Hawthorne made his first close friendships
and formed the firm ambition to become a writer. He was 2 strikingly handsome
young man, and though he could be silent and teserved, his friends considered
these characteristics part of his charm. In 1821, when he entered Bowdoin, its
enrollment was 108 students, with a freshman class of 38. The small class size
fostered strong relationships, and Hawthome made two friends he would
remain close to throughout his life: future U.S. president Franklin Pierce and
Horatio Bridge, who became a career Navy officer and also wrote nonfiction,
While at college, Hawthorne spent a great deal of his time gambling, drinking,
_cutting classes and study periods, and writing fiction. He knew that it would be
é;tremcly difficult to eam a living as a mitet,«and, after graduation in 1825, he
returned to his mother's family in Salem.

For the next twelve years, Hawthorne concentrated on becoming a

published writer, shutting himself into a room on an upper floor for days at a

time. Writing in a room with a view on an upper floor would be his practice for
the rest of his life. Hawthomne later described himself as a virtual hermit during
this time in Salem, but, in reality, he frequented taverns and had a circle of
friends ameng the Salem Democrats, who came from a more mixed social class
than did the Whigs. The Democratic Party was the party of Pierce and Bridge,
and Hawthorne temained loyal to it all his life.

But Hawthorne's writing apprenticeship in Salem was also a time of mental
anguish. In 1828, Hawthorne published his first novel, Fanshawe. It was pub-
lished anonymously, a common practice at the time. Set at 2 New England
college, the novel was partly autobiographical. The book received some favor-
able reviews, but, a few years after its publication, Hawthome became so
ashamed of it that he asked his friends to burn their copies, and later never told
his wife of its existence. He also burned the manuscript of Seven Tales of My
Native Land, his first collection of stories, and today only two tales survive. In
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the early 1830s, Hawthome began publishing stories in periodicals such as the
Token, Salem Gazette, and New-England Magazine. The pay was far too low for
him to live on, ranging from nothing to a dollar per published page. In 1836, at
the age of thirty-two, Hawthome was greatly discouraged. So far he had no
indication he would ever earn money or renown s an author,

The next year, Hawthome'’s fortunes began to improve. He published the
collection Twice-Told Tales, which included his finest work to date. “The May-
Pole of Merry Mount,” “The Gentle Boy,” and “The Minister's Black Veil” rank
with the best fiction he was to write. The book received some good reviews,
including one by the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. Just as important,
Hawthome met his future wife, Sophia Peabody, that same year.

Sophia was to have a profound influence on Hawthome'’s life, despite the
ambiguous beginning of their relationship and their long, ambivalent (on
Hawthore's part) engagement. Sophia camc from a welk-to-do, socially
progressive family with abolitionist
sympathies. At first it was unclear
whether Hawthorne was more
attracted to Sophia’s sister Elizabeth
or to Sophia, and their courtship was
long and indirect. At one point,
Hawthomne dallied with a local
beauty known as “The Star of
Salem,” but the relationship ended
when she demanded that Hawthorne
fight a duel to defend her honor,
Sophia, however, was sure of her own
feelings and waited patiently for
Hawthome to clarify his. About a
year after their meeting, in 1839,
they were engaged, but Hawthorne
waited several years before telling his
family.

Hawthorne had a number of
teasons for keeping the engagement
secret. He hoped to be earning more
money before marrying, he was

Hawthorne's ~' "dren, Una.
Julian, and | sirca 1862
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concerned about the probable reaction of his and Sophia's families to the news,
and he was unsure about giving up his bachelor existence. At this point in
Hawthome's life, an experimental community called Brook Farm appealed
strongly to him.

Hawthorne joined Brook Farm, located outside Boston, in 1841, Life in the
community was to be based on the principles of transcendentalism, a literary
and philosophical movement that became strongly identified with New England
authors and intellectuals like Bronson Alcott, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and
Henry David Thoreau. Transcendentalists believed that human beings were

Brook Farm {1844). by Josiah
Wolcott. This idealized
landscape belies the harsh
reality of maanal labor that
Hawthorne discovered while
Living in this experimental
community.
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basically good and emphasized individual conscience, living in harmony with
nature, and the compatibility of manual labor and intellectual work. Hawthorne
bought two shares in the community, at $500 each, and invested an additional
$500, at a time when he was eaming about $1,500 a year. Though he was to stay
at Brook Farm for less than a year, the experience was important in his devel-
opment as a writer. There he was introduced to some in the transcendentalist
circle, including Margaret Fuller and Williard Ellery Channing, and he based
The Blithedale Romance (1852) on his experiences at the farm.

In a matter of months, Hawthorne became convinced that the farm would
never support itself, and he formally resigned in October 1842. Earlier in 1842,
Sophia had at last brought Hawthorne to tell their families of their engagement.
Their families' reactions more than justified Hawthome’s hesitation: the news
caused emotional upheavals that took some time to die down. But in July 1842,
he and Sophia were married, and the happiest and most productive period of
Hawthome's life began.

The newlyweds moved to Concord, Massachusetts, where they rented the
Old Manse (minister’s house), which had been built by William Emerson, Ralph
Waldo Emerson’s grandfather. In 1836, Ralph Waldo Emerson had written
Nature, one of the founding texts of transcendentalism, at the Manse. With its
proximity to the Concord River, its fruit orchard, and its large garden, the house
was a kind of paradise for the young couple. Sophia refurbished the house and
lavished special attention on Hawthorne's second-floor study. Together, she
and Hawthorne marked their residence by etching words on the window panes
of the study with Sophia’s diamond ring. The window, which can still be seen
in the house today, reads “Man’s accidents are God's purposes / Sophia A.
Hawthome 1843” and “Nath* Hawthorne / This is his study. / 1843. ../ The
smallest twig / leans clear against the sky. Composed by my wife and written
with her diamond.” Sophia added “Inscribed by my husband at sunset / April
31843 / In the gold light. SAH.” In this study, Hawthome wrote the tales in
Mosses from an Old Manse (1846), the last short-story collection he was to
publish, It includes several of his most powerful stories, among them “The
Birth-Mark” and “Rappaccinni’'s Daughter.”

‘While living at the Old Manse, Hawthormne associated with the most impor-
tant writers of the transcendentalist movement. Emerson came to visit, but he
and Hawthorne did not become friends. Though evidence is scanty, they seem
not to have admired each other's writing. Emerson felt that Hawthorne's fiction
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lacked “a purer power,” while Hawthorne found Emerson's writing too ethereal,
too much a part of the "cloud-land” he thought the transcendentalists generally
inhabited. Henty David Thoreau and Hawthome got along better, They went
sailing on the Concord River, and in their writings expressed a qualified admi-
ration for each other. Both intensely private men, they remained acquaintances
rather than friends.

The Old Manse idyll ended in 1845, when finances forced the Hawthornes
to return to Salem. Their family was growing: they moved back to Salem with a
two-year-old daughter, Una, and Julian was born in 1846, Under U S. President
James K. Polk, a Democrat, Hawthome's friends had enough influence to get
him a post at the Salem Custom House, a position he kept for three years.

In 1849, Hawthorne suffered two major losses, and out of this time of great
anger and grief came his acknowledged masterpiece, The Scarlet Letter, First
Hawthorne was ousted from his job at the Custom House for political reasons,
and, in late July of the same year, his mother died, Hawthorne immediately
began planning to leave Salem, and he arranged to move to Lenox,
Massachusetts, in March 1850. Between August 1849 and February 1850,
Hawthorne wrote The Scarlet Letter; working at almost frantic speed. He had
planned to make it part of a collection of tales, but his publisher recommended
letting The Scarlet Letter stand alone. Only “The Custom House” remains of
Hawthorne’s original plan,

Despite Hawthome's fears that The Scarlet Letter was too dark to be popular,
the first edition of 2,500 copies sold out within ten days. Some reviewers were
shocked by the subject matter and disapproved of what they took to be Hawthorne's
lax moral tone, but the baok was almost immediately recognized as a classic,
Hawthome's literary reputation was made. The people of Salem were furious
about his depiction of the Custom House, but Hawthorne refused to alter the
sketch and inserted a preface in the book’s second edition restating its accuracy.

Once in Lenox, Hawthorne became part of a literary social circle that
included Oliver Wendell Holmes, and the group went on frequent excursions.
During one of these trips, Hawthome met Herman Melville. So began an
emotionally charged friendship of great importance, particularly to Melville, even
though the two men saw each other only rarely after the friendship's early days.

The friendship began, appropriately encugh, with writing. After his initial
meeting with Melville, Hawthome wrote to Horatio Bridge about his liking for
the young author (fifteen years Hawthome's junior), and Melville published an
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unsigned, glowing review of Mosses
from an Old Manse. From the
beginning, Melville pursued the
friendship more strongly than
Hawthorne, setting up their meet-
ings and taking responsibility for
staying in contact. To Melville,
Hawthorne was both a father
figure and the one friend who
seemed to understand his [iterary
aspirations. Melville revised and
expanded the draft of Moby-Dick
after meeting Hawthorne, and
dedicated the book to him when it
was published. In a letter, he told
Hawthorne that he felt “the
Godhead is broken up like the
bread at the Supper, and that we
are the pieces. Hence this infinite
fratemnity of feeling,” Faced with
such ardently expressed admiration,
Hawthomne, always wary of inti-
macy, backed away. Though the two authors continued to comespond occa-
sionally, they never again met so often or were so close. -

During the early 1850s, Hawthome was publishing his most important
works. In addition to The Scarlet Letter, these included The House of the Seven
Gables, A Wonder-Book for Girls and Boys, The Snow-Image, and Other Twice-Told
Tales, and The Blithedale Romance. Tt was in 1851, twenty-six years after he began
trying to be a professional writer, that he finally earned enough from writing to
support his family. The Hawthornes now had three children; a second daughter,
Rose, was born in 1851.

The intense literary activity of the Lenox period came to an end in 1852,
when the Hawthornes bought Bronson Alcott’s house in Concord and some
acreage from Ralph Waldo Emerson. Hawthorne’s next writing project was a
biography of his old friend Franklin Pierce, who was now running for US,
president. When Pierce was elected, Hawthorne was appointed consul for

Hawthorne's wife, Sophia
Peabody Hawthorne
(1809~1871), from a portrait
painted in 1846, Sophia
was herself @ writer and zlso
an artist. She illustrated
Hawthorne's "The Gentle
"Boy: A Thrice-Told Tale™
25d edited his notebooks
for publication.
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Liverpool. The post paid well and enabled the family to live and travel abroad.
But the mid-1850s were the beginning of Hawthorne's literary decline, and
some biographers believe that the deterioration of his health, manifested by
restlessness and weakness, also began then.

In 1856, Hawthorne and Melville had a gloomy meeting; both were
discouraged about the public's inability to appreciate challenging and innova-
tive writing. Melville was deeply depressed about the lukewarm reception of his
recent novels, including Moby-Dick. Hawthorne, for his part, bitterly resented
the great popular success of some women writers of the time. Some of these,
like E. D. E. N. Southworth, are practically forgotten today; others, like Harriet
Beecher Stowe, are newly appreciated in our own time. In a letter, Hawthome
complained that “America is now wholly given over to a d——d mob of scrib-
bling women, and I should have no chance of success while the public taste is
occupied with their trash—and should be ashamed of myself i I did succeed.”
Hawthome's frustration stemmed from both the critical reception of his later
works—none of which were as popular or well-regarded as The Scarlet Letter—
and from his ongoing struggles with his writing,

The Marble Faun, Hawthorne's last completed novel, appeared in 1860. It
was set in Rome, where the family had been living, and Sophia later blamed her
husband's physical decline in part on this time in Italy. Certainly Hawthome
was anxious about his daughter Una's health; she was quite ill in 1858, proba-
bly with malaria, and was never again fully well.

Returning to Concord—particularly to the literary group that included the
Alcotts, Thorean, and Emerson—revived Hawthorne's spirits somewhat. He
added a tower to the Concord house, modeling it on the tower he had written
in while in Rome. Though he began new novels, he was to publish only Our Old
Home, a nonfiction account of his experiences in England.

Hawthorne was already dispirited when the Civil War broke out in 1861,
and his mixed feelings about the war increased his anxiety and misery. He
thought the North and South should separate for good and could not imagine
the war ending with a restored Union. He wrote to Horatio Bridge, “I don’t
quite understand what we are fighting for, or what definite result can be
expected.” By the end of 1863, Hawthome was obviously ill. He had lost a great
deal of weight, was tired and restless, and suffered from fainting spells. He was
making no progress on his writing. Since he steadfastly refused to see a doctor,
his illness was never diagnosed.
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In early 1864, at age sixty, Hawthorne was increasingly feeble and had
trouble walking; he admitted feeling "boring pain, distention, difficult diges-
tion.” Nevertheless, in May of that year, he agreed to take a trip through the
New England countryside with Franklin Pierce. They set off on May 12 but
madc halting progress, due to Hawthorne's weakness. On May 18, they reached
Plymouth, New Hampshire. Alarmed by Hawthorme's condition, Pierce
planned to write to Sophia the next day and take Hawthome no further. Early
on May 19, Hawthome died in his sleep at the inn.

Hawthorne was buried in Concord’s new Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, where
he was later surrounded by his old associates Thoreau, Emerson, and the
Alcotts. In 1891, Melville published his long poem “Monody,” which clearly
addresses his friendship with Hawthorne. Melville wrote of his sorrow: “To have
known him, to have loved him /After loneness long; /And then to be estranged
in life, /And neither in the wrong.” Hawthorne would have appreciated the
sentiment, feeling as he did the inescapable isolation of each human being.

Nathaniel and Soghia Hawthorne (bottom lfd at the Wagside,
their Concord home, after the addition of the tower studio.




