Observations on the Stories of Nathaniel Hawthorne
Perhaps the single greatest insight into the fiction of Nathaniel Hawthorne comes from Herman Melville, who, in his 1850 essay “Hawthorne and His Mosses,” identifies what he calls the “Power of Blackness” that fuels Hawthorne’s creative imagination.  In Hawthorne, Melville speculates, “this great power of blackness…derives its force from its appeal to that Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin, from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply thinking mind is always and wholly free.  For, in certain moods, no man can weigh this world, without throwing in something, somehow like Original Sin, to strike uneven the balance.”

1. Look for Hawthorne’s use of Symbols, Allegory, History, and Irony.  “The full complexity of human life is best approached through metaphor, symbol, and myth; that mechanical, mathematical, and static concepts are incapable of grasping the rhythmic unity of living things; and that man and his artistic achievements must be considered as an integral part of this unity” (Darrel Abel “The Loom of Fiction”)—this in essence, is Hawthorne’s literary theory.

2. Look for ways in which Hawthorne’s definition of the Romance—as allowing for a “certain latitude as to its fashion and material” and as grounded in a “neutral territory” where the “Actual” and the “Imaginary” may meet, and “each imbue itself with the nature of the other”—characterizes his fiction and allows for Hawthorne to pursue “truths of the human heart.”

3. Look for the role of suggestion and ambiguity in his fiction.
4. Look for characters driven by powerful emotional and psychological motivations.

5. Look for the ways in which individual perception operates thematically in Hawthorne’s fiction.

Themes:

1. Sins against the human heart and natural affection.  “The truth of the human heart,” those that lie hidden in our individual selves

2. The loss of humanity through obsession with an abstraction.

“For Hawthorne, to lose touch with humanity is to destroy a necessary moral, emotional, and psychological balance.  The great danger is abstraction, the indulgence of a preference for idea, which cuts one off—be it pride, egotism, vengeance, or suffering—from humanity.”  (Terrance Martin Hawthorne)



Pride, Selfishness, Secret Guilt, Love/Hate, Sin, etc.

3. The nature of Good and Evil as they reside within the individual and in nature.

4. Issues of tolerance (political, religious, etc.)—power breeding cruelty, etc. 

5. The relationship between the past and the present (the weight of the past as it affects the present).

6. Human sympathy and kindness.

Actual vs. Imaginary, Science vs. Nature/God/Religion, Town vs. Forest, Appearance vs. Reality, Day vs. Night, Faith vs. Doubt, Past vs. Present

Hawthorne on the Human Heart: (from his sketch “The Haunted Mind”)

“In the depths of every heart, there is a tomb and a dungeon, though the lights, the music, and revelry above may cause us to forget their existence, and the buried ones, or prisoners whom they hide.  But sometimes, and oftenest at midnight, those dark receptacles are flung wide open.”
Accredited to Dr. Eric Carl Link, North Georgia College and State University, 2000
