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Abstract

Nathaniel Hawthorne is famous for his psychological and moral
themes. He is also famous for using symbolism in presenting his
poignant themes of sin and its consequences. This research paper
studies the use of symbols in Hawthorne's The House of Seven
gables as an example of his general use of symbolism in his novels.
The general pattern of Hawthorne's symbolism is that he presents
one major symbol that embodies the main idea, and supports it with
a number of minor symbols that develop and elucidate it. In The
House of the Seven Gables, the major symbol is the house itself,
which stands for corruption, evil, and the injustice of the past. This
symbol is supported by such secondary symbols as the heart, the
fountain, the interchange of light and dark, and the human
characters themselves.
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Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) is famous for his moralistic and
psychological approach to the theme of sin and its effects on
sinners. More significantly, he is also a symbolist who does not
present his ideas in direct, clear-cut images, but rather through a set
of symbols that recur frequently throughout the novel or short
story.

Hawthorne seems to have understood human experience as having
meanings beyond itself: Most persons, things and actions do not
mean only what they are buy always have second meanings. He
does not say what these other meanings are exactly, but rather
suggests a variety of interpretations, leaving the reader to choose
the one which suits his (or her) frame of mind. This method is
usually called the multiple-choice device, which has become a
typical characteristic of Hawthorne’s writings.

In almost all Hawthorne’s stories and novels, there is one framework
of symbolic patterning in which all symbols are interrelated and
assimilated: In each work, there is one major symbol that dominates
and figures out in the whole work. With it, there are many minor
symbols that revolve around and complete it. They shed more light
on it and give it further meanings; and by so doing, they make it
clearer and more effective.

This symbolic pattern can best be seen in Hawthorne’s second novel,
The House of Seven Gables (1851), which he describes as “a more
natural book for me to write”,! because its plot, where mystery and
the supernatural are mixed together, is congenial to his mind.
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The plot of The House of the Seven Gables revolves around a feud
between two families: the aristocratic Pyncheons and the common
Maules, which started many generations ago as a result of a long
dispute over a land owned by Matthew Maule. Colonel Pyncheon
occupied that land by force and sent Matthew Maule to the gallows
by accusing him of being a wizard. Before his death, Matthew
uttered his curse upon the Pyncheons: “God will give him blood to
drink”.> This curse continued to haunt the Pyncheons for
generations. First, Clifford Pyncheon, a member of the family, was
sentenced to prison for thirty years for the murder of his uncle.
Second, Alice Pyncheon, another victim from the family, died broken
hearted after being betrayed by a young man from the Maules.
Colonel Pyncheon died mysteriously; and finally the curse ended
with the death of Jaffery Pyncheon in a mysterious way as well.
Besides, the Pyncheons’ house that was built on the disputed land
grew gloomier after each death. The course of the curse changed
when Phoebe, a very kind, loving young girl from the Pyncheon
family, came to live in the house with her spinster aunt, Hepzibah,
who is another victim of the curse, and Clifford after his release
from prison. Phoebe’s love affair with Holgrave, a young
daguerreotypist from the Maules, changed all things in the life of
both families.

The dominant symbol in the novel is the house itself, and all the
other symbols are minor ones enhancing the major symbol. In fact,
the house, which is a symbol of the deeds of the past, unites the
other symbols, which are seen as its multiple properties: its heart is
the great chimney, its eyes are its arched windows through which it
sees, its spirit is the old Colonel Pyncheon’s room, its garden is the
stained Eden of the Pycheons’ past sin.® Hawthorne, in this respect,
describes the garden as “the Eden of a thunder-smitten Adam who
fled for refuge thither out of the same dreamy and perilous
wilderness into which the original Adam was expelled.” (p. 143)
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The minor symbols, in this novel, include the heart, the double
symbol of the light and dark, and the progression of the characters
themselves. The heart, in The House of the Seven Gables, is
represented by various things depending on the character
concerned; it is symbolized by a prison, a dungeon, a well, and a
mansion. Clifford’s heart is the prison of his deep grieves for his lost
years. Jaffery, who is Clifford’s cousin, feels that his heart is a dark
dungeon in which he is a slave because of his tyrannical actions
against the others; for “what dungeon”, writes Hawthorne, “so dark
as one’s own heart! What jailor so inexorable as one’s self.” (p. 183)
The well which Matthew Maule built in the garden years before
symbolizes Maule’s heart which threatens others by its vengeance
because its existence beside the house is a challenge for the house
and for the Pyncheons, as it may cause the fall or ruin of the house.
But the most important symbol that represents the heart is the
house itself which is shown as to stand for the residual heart of all
its inhabitants.

These various symbols of the heart lead to one main point, which is
the evilness of the human heart whether it is represented by a
prison, a dungeon, a well or a mansion. In every one of these
symbols, there is an evil which Hawthorne tries to reveal,
emphasizing that there must be a transformation in the heart to
bring salvation about. For Hawthorne, the transformation of a
person cannot occur unless it starts with his heart. If the heart is
able to transform itself, then progression is possible. This is what
happens to Holgrave; he reads to Phoebe a manuscript which speaks
about Alice Pyncheon’s tragic death after being betrayed by the
young Maule, and for the first time he becomes aware of the deeper
meaning of the story. He recognizes the great injustice and the
hateful evil which his relative has done to the innocent Alice who
has loved and trusted him. Thus, a change happens in his character.
Holgrave, who has intended originally to avenge his family upon the
Pyncheons by trapping Phoebe in his love and deserting her later,
has come to realize at last the futility of hatred and evil. He finds
that what really fills his heart is not evil but strong love.*

The water of Maules’” well, which he built in the middle of the
garden, is not only the heart of the curse, but also a reminder of the
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Pyncheons’ sin. These gloomy symbols that surround the house, the
well and the garden, represent the inanimate symbols of the curse.
The living symbol of the curse, on the other hand, is Judge Pyncheon
himself. His sudden death becomes a mystery to all the characters
and the readers as well. Hawthorne frames this mysterious death in
his multiple choice device: He gives many possible explanations for
the judge’s death. The multiple choice device is given through clues
which can be interpreted in various ways. The story of the judge’s
death comes first through the daguerreotypist, Holgrave, who
reports that the judge died on a stormy weather on the fifth day of
Easter. This may mean that the death is a kind of happiness for
those who wish it, especially the Maules, since Easter is a time of
happiness for the Christians. But the happiness, here, is for the
judge’s death, not for Easter.’

Clifford is put forward as a suspect for the death of the judge, since
the latter has been eager to meet Clifford after his release from
prison thinking that he has some information about the lost map of
the Pyncheons’ territories. Yet, Hawthorne, in his description of the
events that happened before the death, does not show anything
that may refer to Clifford’s relation to the judge’s death. In fact,
Hawthorne shows that at the night of the murder, Clifford was in his
room wrapped in a blanket unable to communicate with anyone
except for his sister, Hepzibah, who used to take care of him. But at
the same time the narrator says that Hepzibah has noticed Clifford’s
absence from his room for a short while before the murder.
Hawthorne, thus, gives many conflicting details so as to make the
action more confusing, since he dislikes bringing his scenes into a
direct contact with the realities of the moment, i.e. he does not
want to give a direct solution to the cause of the death.

The details of the death are also told through old and traditional
stories, old wives’ tales, and through Holgrave’s story about Alice
Pyncheon, who dies in a tragic way as a result of her love for the
young Matthew Maule. The young man pretends he loves her, but
his love turns out to be just a desire for revenge upon the Pyncheons
because of his hatred for them. He has made her a slave of him, and
then deliberately deserted her to marry another woman, a marriage
that broke her heart and caused her death. He does not intend to kill
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her, but only to humiliate her, hence he feels remorse which makes
him gloomy and darkens his face:

But, last in the procession, came Matthew gnashing his
teeth, as if he would have bitten his own heart in twain-
the darkest and woefulest man that ever walked behind a
corps. He meant to humble Alice, not to kill her; but he had
taken a woman'’s delicate soul into his rude gripe; to play
with- and she was dead. (p. 194)

All this ambiguity and confusion concerning the Colonel’s death
clearly indicates that Hawthorne wants his readers to choose their
own explanations and interpretations that they think reasonable of
what he presents throughout the events of the novel.®

It seems that the deaths that affected the entire course of the
events are concerned with the effect of the curse on the characters
and the way it is progressively lifted. And in order to lift the curse,
the characters must overcome the dark idea of revenge and hatred.
To do this, Hawthorne uses the conventional symbol of progression,
which is originally taken from the Puritan idea that man needs to
progress from his dark evil ideas to a complete trust in faith so that
they may attain salvation. Hawthorne uses this symbolic device so as
to brighten the gloomy atmosphere of the novel. The progression is
presented by the triumph of the symbol of the light over darkness.
The symbol of the light, in the novel, is Phoebe, whose entry to
Clifford’s and Hepzibah’s life marks the starting point for the
progress of the characters. Her temporary absence from the house
is marked by the return of brightness into the whole atmosphere of
the gloomy house.’

Darkness, on the other hand, is marked by the presence of Judge
Pyncheon, who represents the agent of evil and who is characterized
by his dark inner world, which he tries to conceal in his outer world.
His inner world is symbolized by his inner room in the house where
his soul and body reside, while the outer world is where the Judge is
in contact with the people of his society, and the way he seems to
appear to them, for he never shows his real identity to these people.
These two worlds, where the double symbol of light and dark
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alternates, show the double face of the Judge, the one people think
he is, the outer world, and the one he really is, the inner one.?

The double symbol of the light and dark is also related to the life and
death of the Judge whom Hawthorne describes as an “owl,
bewildered in the daylight, and hastening back to his hollow tree at
night”. (p. 24) The Judge lies in bed during the morning refusing any
medical advice and during the night his life comes to its end.
Shadows grow deep on the old furniture and finally blackness covers
his face as he dies.

The Judge’s death brings light to the outer world of Hepzibah and
Clifford whose lives are overshadowed by the curse. At the moment
of his death, Clifford psychologically improves, for he is released
from his mental imprisonment in the past, an imprisonment from
which he could not set himself free even after his physical release
from prison. Hence he was unable to be in contact with the changes
that happened in the world during his thirty years of imprisonment.
Hepzibah, on the other hand, progresses by giving up her proud,
aristocratic conviction of superiority. And by her love for Clifford and
her devotion to him, she does not only help him, but also helps
herself. The ride they take together from the house to the
countryside symbolizes their spiritual rebirth, for it is a mutual
journey from the evilness of the town to the purity of the
countryside. It is the first time they have seen the outer world,
which they have always feared, in a realistic way.9 Their
abandonment of the house also symbolizes their abandonment of
the past and its evils and miseries for a new life, brighter and
happier than the life they have led heretofore.

Holgrave, who is, in one way or another, the representative of
Hawthorne himself- a writer and reformer- progresses from being a
rationalist, a man of the mind, to being a more open-hearted man of
love and emotion. Hawthorne reveals through him the wrong-
headedness of the reformer. The marriage of Holgrave and Phoebe
functions, on one level, as being a symbol of resolving the long feud
between the Maules and the Pyncheons, which finally ends the
curse, and, on a broader level, it symbolizes the end of the feud
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between the rising democracy represented by the Maules and the
waning aristocracy represented by the Pyncheons.™

Obviously, Hawthorne has intended his characters to be better
studied and understood as a group; each one completing the other
in one way or another. And by using the conventional symbol of
progression, he seems to be saying that progress is possible when
the influence of the past is left behind, while his moral conveys that
each generation is responsible for its own actions and must be able
to control them and make the individuals reform their behaviors so
as to benefit from the experiences of those who have preceded
them."!

In The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne can be considered a
symbolist because he presents his ideas through a number of
symbols that carry a variety of meanings. His plan is that he makes
the house of the Pyncheon family a central symbol that stands for
the past with all its evils and abuses. Then he brings a number of
other minor symbols that reinforce the central one. The heart is a
symbol of evil whether it is represented by a prison, a dungeon,
Maule’s well or the mansion itself, especially because only hatred
and the desire for vengeance and harm dwell in it or, in the best of
cases, only sorrow and grief.

Throughout the novel, the struggle between the dark and the light is
dominant, and the fate of all the characters is dependent on the
result of this struggle. The dark, clearly, symbolizes evil or hatred,
whereas the light represents goodness or love. The general
movement of action in the novel is from dark to light. Thus, at the
end of the novel, love prevails: Holgrave, the descendent of the
Maules gives up his plan of revenge upon Phoebe, the descendent of
the Pyncheons, and marries her. Thus, he does exactly the opposite
of what his ancestor, Matthew Maule, has done to Alice Pyncheon,
the delicate girl who loves him sincerely and devotedly. He prefers
love and marriage to hatred and revenge. And by this marriage
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between Holgrave and Phoebe, the curse is lifted and love
dominates in the life of both characters. This happy end is enforced
by Hepzibah’s and Clifford’s desertion of the family house which
stands for all the evils of the past in favor of a better life in the
countryside.
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