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  Context


  Nathaniel Hawthorne was born on July 4, 1804, in Salem, Massachusetts, to a family that had been prominent in the area since colonial times. Hawthorne’s father died when he was only four years old. At the age of fourteen, Hawthorne moved with his mother to a lonely farm in Maine. He later attended Bowdoin College, graduating in 1825. Hawthorne spent several years after college writing, eventually self-publishing his first novel, Fanshawe, anonymously in 1828. The novel was a failure, and by the late 1830s Hawthorne was forced to support himself by working at the Boston customhouse. Nevertheless, by the mid-1830s Hawthorne had managed to become part of New England’s literary scene, spending much of his time with the leaders of the influential Transcendentalist movement. His circle of friends included Transcendentalist pioneer Ralph Waldo Emerson and Herman Melville. Hawthorne lived at a time of restlessness and transition, and his writing reflects American society on the move. The House of the Seven Gables is filled with predictions of sweeping change, particularly of a world made more mobile by trains and the telegraph. A few of the characters even state that they see their world shifting toward a more connected, mobile age.


  In 1842 Hawthorne married Sophia Peabody, a friend of Emerson and other Transcendentalist writers, and the newlyweds settled in Concord, Massachusetts, where Hawthorne resumed writing. In 1850 he published The Scarlet Letter, which enjoyed critical acclaim and became an instant commercial success. The House of the Seven Gables appeared the following year and fared even better—its initial sales exceeded even those of The Scarlet Letter. Ultimately, however, The House of the Seven Gables proved less popular with both readers and critics. Nonetheless, the two books together made Hawthorne a wealthy man.


  The Transcendentalists were nonconformists who placed great faith in the capacity of human thought. They believed spirituality existed most profoundly in nature and reason. The Scarlet Letter is considered one of the leading literary works of the Transcendentalist age. Yet Hawthorne was not a devoted follower of Transcendentalism, and he had difficulties with the movement’s optimism and idealism. Compared with Melville’s Moby-Dick and Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, one of the works that defined Transcendentalism, Hawthorne’s work seems closer to the American Gothic movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.


  The Gothic genre preoccupied itself primarily with dark brooding themes of romance, passion, and human fallibility. A mildly cynical and pessimistic view of human nature pervades Hawthorne’s novels, and he frequently explores human flaws like hypocrisy and immorality. The Scarlet Letter, for example, has an adulterous preacher as one of its main characters, and the Pyncheon family at the center of The House of the Seven Gables holds many dark, deadly secrets, despite their social prominence. The novel also boldly blends realism and fantasy. Hawthorne himself called The House of the Seven Gables a romance, arguing that romances were not bound by the ordinary course of human experience.


  Plot Overview


  The House of the Seven Gables begins with a preface that identifies the work as a romance, not a novel. As such, Hawthorne prepares readers for the fluid mixture of realism and fantasy that the romance genre allows. The preface also conveys the major theme of the book, which Hawthorne refers to as a moral: “the wrong-doing of one generation lives into the successive ones, and . . . becomes a pure and uncontrollable mischief.”


  A battered house with seven gables stands in a small New England town. (Gables are the triangular structures formed by two intersecting points of a roof.) The house, which belongs to the Pyncheon family, has a long and controversial history. In the mid-1600s, a local farmer named Matthew Maule builds a house on fertile land near a pleasant spring. In the late 1600s, the surrounding neighborhood has become fashionable, and the wealthy Colonel Pyncheon covets Maule’s land. Several years later, Maule is hanged for witchcraft, and rumors abound that Pyncheon was behind Maule’s conviction. Maule curses Colonel Pyncheon from the scaffold, but the Colonel is unfazed; he even hires Maule’s own son to build him a new mansion with seven gables on the property. At a party held to inaugurate his new mansion, the Colonel is found dead in his study, his beard covered in blood. The Colonel has left a will ordering that his portrait not be taken down, but one of his important documents—the deed for a giant land claim in Maine—is missing. The deed is never found, and generations of Pyncheons search for it in vain. From then on, the Pyncheon house continues to bring bad luck, culminating with young Clifford Pyncheon’s alleged murder of his uncle.


  Many years later, the old maid who resides in the Pyncheon mansion, a nearsighted, scowling woman named Hepzibah, is forced to open a small store in her home to keep from starving. Hepzibah considers the store a source of great shame, despite the comforting words of Uncle Venner, a neighborhood character, and of Holgrave, Hepzibah’s rebellious young lodger, who practices an early form of photography known as daguerreotypy. Hepzibah remains pessimistic, and though she tries her best, her scowling face continues to frighten customers. The very day that she opens her shop, Hepzibah receives a visit from Phoebe, a young girl who is Hepzibah’s cousin through an extended branch of the Pyncheon family. At first, Hepzibah worries that Phoebe’s presence will upset Hepzibah’s brother, Clifford, who is returning home from prison. Phoebe’s charm and diligence prevail, however, and she finally convinces Hepzibah to let her stay. When Clifford returns, battered and almost imbecilic from his time in prison, he is quite impressed by Phoebe. Contrary to Hepzibah’s fears, Clifford is more bothered by their poverty than by her tending to a store.


  Even Phoebe’s presence cannot free Clifford and Hepzibah from the terror inspired by a visit from their cousin, Judge Pyncheon. The Judge has a very charismatic smile. He greets Hepzibah warmly and offers her financial support, but she furiously blocks the Judge’s way into the house, while, from inside, Clifford begs him to go away. Even the normally unflappable Phoebe experiences a moment of revulsion when the Judge greets her. Less terrible but equally strange is Holgrave, the house’s only lodger. He and Phoebe spend much time together, tending the garden and feeding the house chickens, a once-mighty breed whose former glory is compared to that of the Pyncheons. Holgrave explains his radical politics, which revolve around the principle that each generation should tear down the work of those before it, and asks Phoebe constantly about Clifford and his past.


  Holgrave also tells Phoebe the story of Alice Pyncheon. A hundred years before, Alice’s father, Gervayse Pyncheon, summoned the young grandson of the older Matthew Maule, a carpenter also named Matthew Maule. Gervayse believed that since the younger Matthew Maule’s father built the Pyncheon house, the young man might know where to find the missing deed to the Pyncheon land. The younger Matthew Maule, although bitter at the Pyncheons’ mistreatment of his family, agrees to help in exchange for the house of the seven gables and the land on which it stands. He summons the spirits of his father, grandfather, and old Colonel Pyncheon by hypnotizing Gervayse’s young daughter, Alice. The two Maule spirits prevent Colonel Pyncheon’s ghost from telling Gervayse and the younger Matthew where the deed is, so the carpenter cancels the deal. He is elated to find that Alice has remained under his spell, and torments her in cruel and petty ways. On his wedding night, the young Maule forces Alice to serve his new bride. When Alice awakens from her trance, she rushes home through the snow, catches pneumonia, and dies. Maule is devastated by what he has done.


  As Holgrave finishes his story, he realizes he has hypnotized Phoebe, but his integrity prevents him from abusing his power, and he wakes her from her trance. While Phoebe is making a visit to her home in the country, Judge Pyncheon returns to the house of the seven gables and forces Hepzibah to fetch Clifford, saying he will put Clifford in an asylum if Hepzibah does not retrieve him. The Judge explains that Clifford knows the location of their late uncle’s inheritance. Hepzibah cannot find Clifford in his room, but when she comes back downstairs she finds her brother pointing gleefully to the slumped figure of Judge Pyncheon. Worried that Clifford will be blamed for the murder, the brother and sister flee. When Phoebe returns, only Holgrave is home. He excitedly shows her a daguerreotype of the dead Judge and tells her that the curse has been lifted. Holgrave also tells Phoebe he loves her, and she admits to loving him in return. Although the neighbors become suspicious, Hepzibah and Clifford return before the body is discovered. Clifford is not suspected in the Judge’s death, and it is rumored that the Judge himself framed Clifford for the crime for which he served thirty years in prison. News arrives that the Judge’s estranged son has died in Europe, so the Judge’s inheritance goes to Clifford. Clifford, Hepzibah, Phoebe, Holgrave, and Uncle Venner all move to the Judge’s country estate, leaving the house of the seven gables to continue rotting away.


  Character List


  
    Hepzibah Pyncheon - The current occupant of the house with seven gables, Hepzibah is Clifford’s sister and a cousin to Judge Pyncheon and Phoebe. With her face locked in a permanent scowl due to nearsightedness, Hepzibah scares customers away from her small store, but she has a good heart and takes good care of her brother.

  


  
    Clifford Pyncheon - Once a beautiful young man, Clifford is broken by the thirty years he spends in prison for allegedly murdering his uncle, old Jaffrey Pyncheon. Clifford returns more idiot than man, but Hebzibah and Phoebe’s care gradually brings him back to his wits. Clifford hates his cousin, Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon, who may have framed him for the murder of their uncle.

  


  
    Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon - The wealthy, popular cousin of Hepzibah and Clifford, Judge Pyncheon is the closest to their stern ancestor, Colonel Pyncheon. With his brilliant smile, he is viewed, by himself and by others, as a pillar of the community, but his is in fact a dark and greedy nature. Most likely the true culprit in the death of old Jaffrey Pyncheon, the Judge is resolved to acquire the rest of the dead man’s missing property.

  


  
    Holgrave - A young lodger in Hepzibah’s home, Holgrave earns his living by making an early kind of photograph known as a daguerreotype. Holgrave’s politics are very liberal and revolutionary, but he is kind despite the strange and lawless company he keeps. No one knows that Holgrave is actually a descendant of the first Matthew Maule. This link has given him hypnotic powers, but does not prevent him from falling in love with Phoebe Pyncheon.

  


  
    Phoebe Pyncheon - Although she lacks the aristocratic upbringing of her cousins Hepzibah and Clifford, Phoebe Pyncheon is a young, vibrant, and beautiful young woman who brings a note of cheer to the gloomy Pyncheon house. The only person capable of consoling Clifford, Phoebe’s presence brightens the whole mansion. Her good nature runs deep and conceals great wisdom and strength.

  


  
    Colonel Pyncheon - A bastion of the town’s Puritan community two centuries before the action of the novel unfolds. Colonel Pyncheon’s greed and heartlessness are responsible for the Pyncheon curse. The Colonel, who is the first member of his family to die of apoplexy, a sudden kind of brain hemorrhage, comes to symbolize all that is wrong with the Pyncheons. His portrait looms over the future inhabitants of his home.

  


  
    Matthew Maule - (the elder) A simple farmer in the 1600s, Maule is hanged for witchcraft, most likely at the instigation of Colonel Pyncheon. His stolen land serves as the site of the Pyncheon house. Maule’s curse on the Pyncheons is said to continue to haunt them.

  


  
    Matthew Maule - (the younger) The grandson of the original Matthew Maule and the son of Thomas Maule, who built the house of the seven gables, the young Matthew Maule nurses a powerful grudge against the Pyncheon family. The young Maule’s imprudence with his hypnotic powers unintentionally causes the death of young Alice Pyncheon.

  


  
    Alice Pyncheon - The daughter of Gervayse Pyncheon, Alice’s life is destroyed after she falls under the hypnotic spell of the younger Matthew Maule. The sounds of her harpsichord are said to still haunt the house of the seven gables.

  


  
    Gervayse Pyncheon - The grandson of Colonel Pyncheon and father of Alice, Gervayse’s attempts to retrieve his family’s deed to a tract of land in Maine cost his daughter her life.
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