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The House Of The Seven Gables

Introduction: The Timeless Allure of a Literary Landmark

Few works of  American literature evoke a sense of  mystery,  history,  and familial  dread quite like
Nathaniel Hawthorne's classic novel, The House Of The Seven Gables. Published in 1851, this Gothic
romance  has  captivated  readers  for  generations,  offering  a  profound  meditation  on  guilt,  inheritance,
and the inescapable weight of the past. But the story of The House Of The Seven Gables extends far
beyond the pages of the book. It is a tale rooted in the very soil of New England, inspired by a real
seventeenth-century mansion in Salem, Massachusetts, and a family curse that Hawthorne himself wove
into fiction. For travelers, literary enthusiasts, and history buffs alike, exploring the layers of this novel
reveals a rich tapestry of American identity, architectural symbolism, and psychological depth. In this
comprehensive  guide,  we will  journey through the  haunted corridors  of  Hawthorne's  masterpiece,
examining its plot, its characters, its enduring themes, and the tangible landmark that continues to draw
visitors from around the world. Whether you are a student preparing for an exam, a tourist planning a
visit to Salem, or a reader discovering the novel for the first time, this article will provide a thorough and
engaging exploration of The House Of The Seven Gables.

The Historical Genesis: Hawthorne's Salem and the Real Mansion

To  understand  the  depth  of  The  House  Of  The  Seven  Gables,  one  must  first  understand  its  author's
relationship with his hometown. Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1804, a
town steeped in maritime commerce, Puritan history, and the dark shadow of the 1692 witch trials.
Hawthorne was acutely aware of his own family's involvement in the trials; his great-great-grandfather,
John Hathorne, had been a presiding magistrate. This ancestral guilt haunted Hawthorne, and he later
added the "w" to his surname to distance himself from the family legacy. The House Of The Seven
Gables is, in many ways, an exploration of this very burden of inherited sin.

The  novel  was  directly  inspired  by  a  specific  house:  the  Turner-Ingersoll  Mansion,  built  in  1668  for
Captain John Turner. This grand seaside mansion originally featured seven gables, or triangular roof
sections, but had been altered over the centuries. Hawthorne's cousin, Susanna Ingersoll, lived in the
house, and the author visited frequently, soaking in the atmosphere of the ancient dwelling. The house
became the embodiment of his literary vision: a physical structure that could contain memory, decay,
and the ghosts of  generations.  Today, the Turner-Ingersoll  Mansion operates as a museum and is
officially  known  as  The  House  Of  The  Seven  Gables,  welcoming  over  100,000  visitors  annually.  It
stands as a rare example of a literary landmark that predates and inspired the work itself.

Plot Overview: A Curse Unfolds Across Generations

The narrative of The House Of The Seven Gables centers on the Pyncheon family, a once-wealthy clan
who built their mansion on land that was originally stolen from the Mathew Maule, a humble farmer. In a
cruel act of power, Colonel Pyncheon, the family patriarch, had Maule executed on trumped-up charges
of witchcraft. As Maule faced death, he issued a chilling curse: "God will give him blood to drink!"

The Colonel died mysteriously on the day of the housewarming, and so began a cycle of tragedy and
decline that would span nearly two centuries.

The main action of the novel takes place in the mid-nineteenth century, focusing on the remaining
members of the Pyncheon family. Hepzibah Pyncheon, an aging and impoverished spinster, lives alone
in the dilapidated mansion, forced by financial necessity to open a small shop in the front parlor. This act
of commerce is deeply shameful for her, as it signals the complete downfall of the family's aristocratic
pretensions.  Her  brother,  Clifford Pyncheon,  has just  been released from a thirty-year  prison sentence
for a murder he did not commit, a crime orchestrated by their ruthless cousin, Judge Jeddah Pyncheon.
The Judge is a wealthy and respected figure in the community, but he is morally corrupt, obsessed with
finding  a  hidden  deed  to  a  vast  land  claim  in  Maine  that  he  believes  will  make  the  Pyncheon  name
powerful once more.

Into this tense household comes Phoebe Pyncheon, a young, cheerful, and practical relative from the
countryside. Her sunny disposition begins to revitalize the gloomy house, bringing light to Hepzibah and
Clifford. She also attracts the attention of Holgrave, a mysterious daguerreotypist who boards in one of
the gables. Holgrave is sharp, modern, and radical in his thinking, yet he holds a secret connection to
the  Maule  family  and  the  house's  history.  As  Judge  Pyncheon  pressures  Hepzibah  and  Clifford,  the
tension mounts until the Judge is found dead in the Colonel's chair, seemingly a victim of the family
curse.  In the aftermath,  the hidden deed is  discovered,  and the remaining Pyncheons,  along with
Holgrave  and  Phoebe,  find  a  path  toward  freedom,  leaving  the  decaying  house  behind  for  a  brighter
future.

Major Themes: Sin, Guilt, and the Weight of the Past

The Inheritance of Guilt

One of the most powerful themes in The House Of The Seven Gables is the idea of inherited guilt.
Hawthorne, deeply influenced by his Puritan heritage, believed that sin was not merely an individual act
but a stain that could pass down through bloodlines. The Pyncheon family is not cursed by magic, but by
the moral consequences of Colonel Pyncheon's initial injustice. Each subsequent generation suffers not
for its own sins alone, but for the original crime of their ancestor. The house itself becomes a symbol of
this burden, a physical container for the sins of the fathers. The novel asks a profound question: can one
ever truly escape the past, or is it forever built into the walls of our identity?

The Corruption of Wealth and Power

Hawthorne  offers  a  sharp  critique  of  the  American  aristocracy  and  the  pursuit  of  wealth.  Colonel
Pyncheon and Judge Pyncheon are both driven by an obsessive desire for property and status. The
Judge, in particular, represents hypocrisy at its most dangerous: he is a pillar of the church and the
community, yet he has destroyed his own cousin to obtain a piece of paper. The novel argues that the
accumulation of wealth, when built on injustice, leads not to happiness but to spiritual decay. The hidden



deed to the Maine territory is a classic McGuffin, a symbol of the emptiness of greed; once it is found, it
brings little satisfaction, only release from a consuming obsession.

The Healing Power of Nature and Love

Against the darkness of the Pyncheon legacy, Hawthorne places the forces of renewal. Phoebe Pyncheon
is a character of natural grace and genuine kindness. She is not intellectual or particularly deep, but her
wholesome energy acts like sunlight in the dark rooms of the house. Similarly, the garden behind the
house,  which  the  novel  describes  as  a  "spot  of  earth"  that  still  blooms,  offers  a  contrast  to  the  rigid,
decaying architecture. The love that blossoms between Phoebe and Holgrave represents a healthy,
forward-looking relationship that  is  not  burdened by the past.  Holgrave,  despite his  radical  ideas,
ultimately  respects  the  house  and  its  history,  finding  a  balance  between  progress  and  tradition.  The
novel's ending suggests that while the house must be abandoned, the lessons of the past should be
carried forward.

Symbolism: The Architecture of Meaning

The House Itself

The central symbol of the novel is, of course, the mansion. Every architectural detail carries meaning.
The seven gables evoke the seven deadly sins, the seven ages of man, or simply the complexity of the
family structure. The massive central chimney is like a spine, connecting all the rooms and all the
generations. The walls are described as being "steeped in the past," holding the memories and sorrows
of the inhabitants. The front door is rarely used, a symbol of the family's isolation and their refusal to
engage with the modern world. The house is not merely a setting; it is a character, a living entity that
breathes and remembers.

The Portrait of Colonel Pyncheon

Hanging in the parlor is the portrait of the stern founder, perpetually watching over his descendants. The
painting is a powerful  symbol of the inescapable gaze of the past.  At key moments in the novel,
characters feel the weight of the Colonel's painted eyes upon them. When Judge Pyncheon dies in the
Colonel's chair with sunlight falling on the portrait, the symbolism is complete: the original sinner and
his  modern  reincarnation  are  unified  in  death.  The  portrait  is  a  reminder  that  the  past  is  never  truly
dead; it continues to shape and judge the present.

The Alice Pyncheon Chapter

Within the novel, Hawthorne inserts a separate story, "The Alice Pyncheon Legend," which is told by
Holgrave to Phoebe. This tale of a Pyncheon daughter who is mesmerized and humiliated by a Maule
descendant serves as a microcosm of the entire novel. It highlights the power dynamics between the
families and the recurring pattern of pride and downfall. This story-within-a-story was later adapted into
the opera Alice Pyncheon by composer David Del Tredici and remains a favorite excerpt for study.

Character Analysis: The Faces of the Pyncheon Family

Hepzibah Pyncheon: The Tragic Spinster

Hepzibah is one of Hawthorne's most sympathetic creations. She is a faded aristocrat, awkward, ugly,
and reclusive, yet possessed of a deep and loyal heart. Her decision to open a shop is both humiliating
and  heroic;  it  is  her  final  act  of  dignity  in  a  world  that  has  stripped  her  of  everything.  Hepzibah
represents the decline of old-world gentility and the painful necessity of adaptation. Her love for her
brother  Clifford  is  fierce  and  protective,  and  her  arc  from  isolation  to  tentative  connection  is  deeply
moving.

Clifford Pyncheon: The Broken Artist

Clifford  is  a  man  who  has  been  destroyed  by  injustice.  Thirty  years  in  prison  have  left  him  childlike,
fragile,  and deeply  sensitive  to  beauty.  He  experiences  moments  of  profound aesthetic  pleasure,
particularly from bird songs and rainbows, but he is also haunted by vague terrors. Clifford is a symbol of
the wasted potential that results from cruelty. His recovery after the Judge's death is tentative but
hopeful, suggesting that even a shattered soul can find peace.

Judge Pyncheon: The Hypocrite

The Judge is the villain of the novel, but he is not a cartoon monster. He is frighteningly realistic: a man
who  believes  his  own  lies,  who  uses  religion  and  social  status  to  mask  his  greed.  Hawthorne's
description of his smile, which is described as being "benevolent" but hiding "iron claws," is a masterful
portrait  of  hypocrisy.  The Judge's death, while deserved, is described with a kind of grim pity,  as
Hawthorne imagines his body sitting alone in the dark house, forgotten by the world.

Phoebe Pyncheon: The Light in the Shadows

Phoebe is often criticized as being too perfect, but she functions as a necessary counterweight to the
gloom. She is practical without being cynical,  cheerful without being naive. Her ability to bake, to
manage the shop, and to bring Clifford joy makes her a symbol of domestic virtue. She represents the
possibility of a new beginning, one that is not burdened by ancestral pride.

Literary Significance and Style

The House Of The Seven Gables occupies a central place in the American literary canon. It is considered
a prime example of the Dark Romanticism movement, blending Gothic elements with psychological
realism. Hawthorne's prose is elegant, dense, and richly allusive. He frequently addresses the reader
directly, offering commentary on the action and the characters. The novel is slower-paced than modern
thrillers, but it rewards patient readers with profound insights into human nature.

The book was also Hawthorne's favorite among his own works, and he famously wrote in the preface
that it "does not deal in marvels" but instead aims to "connect a bygone time with the very present that
is flitting away from us." This commitment to exploring the continuity of past and present is the novel's
greatest strength. It is a story about history, but it is also a story about how we live with history today.
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The Real House: A Visitor's Guide to SalemFor those who wish to experience the tangible remains of this literary world, a visit to the actual House
Of The Seven Gables


