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Anxious Self and Uncertain Mind 

 

 Gothicism is not to be underestimated. Although at times it is passed off as a 

hackneyed genre born out of 18th century sentimentalism, representative works have 

endured. Refraining from a deeper explanation of the Gothic for the moment, it has 

proven to be a valuable form for nineteenth century authors of Britain and America. By 

virtue of its mutability, the Gothic has been adapted to suggest politics particular to each 

nation’s historical moment. Briefly, the 1800s brought important changes to both sides of 

the Atlantic, and their literature attempts to represent and understand these shifts in 

cultural thought. With the onset of progressive intellectual thinking, considering English 

perspectives, many occultist notions were debunked in what Markman Ellis calls the 

‘scientific enlightenment’ (121). Utilizing Bram Stoker’s Dracula as one working text, it 

will be illustrated how Gothicism expresses at least one social anxiety Victorian science 

encouraged, psychological monstrosity; an unbridled ‘Other’ of the mind that threatens 

social degeneration. Furthermore, in America, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the 

Seven Gables provides a comparative Gothic narrative. Interestingly Hawthorne uses the 

Gothic to doubly express individual angst—failures of selfhood and potentialities for 

progress—in a changing social situation, and he revises conventions of the English style; 

in turn contributing to the development of a Gothicism as well as a literary heritage that is 

uniquely American. For the purposes of this research, a general familiarity with 

Hawthorne’s and Stoker’s novels is assumed. Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote The House of 

the Seven Gables in 1851 and Bram Stoker wrote Dracula in 1897. Both utilize the 

Gothic mode, but to differing effects. Through his characters, chiefly Holgrave as well as 

Hepzibah and Clifford, Hawthorne creates a story that attempts to meditate on the 
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anxieties of selfhood in a rapidly changing America. For Stoker, whose novel occurs 

roughly a few decades after Hawthorne's but remains comparatively relevant, his intent 

and execution are different. Where Gables used the Gothic mode to explore social issues, 

Stoker uses it to create a 'psychomythic tale' where the narrative explores psychological 

paranoia. Examining Count Dracula in relation to male and female characters(Jonathan 

Harker, Renfield; Mina Harker, Lucy Westenra), Stoker's story reflects Victorian 

attitudes about the emerging science of psychology and consciousness. In short, both 

respective authors develop iterations of Gothic fiction that explore encroachments of 

newness, and its affects on the condition of individuals to their nineteenth century worlds. 

 In order to further approach this research, the problems of Gothic literature must 

be acknowledged. It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the debate over what is  

‘Gothic’, but a concise discussion is pertinent in that it further frames the political 

interests of Hawthorne as an American writer and demonstrates how the mode has 

evolved from its Western European inception. The Gothic is nebulous. Most criticism 

acknowledge Walpole’s the Castle of Otranto as the quintessential of Gothicism and it 

does establish its conventions: haunted castles, tyrannical patriarchs, supernatural forces, 

virtuous damsels, et cetera. Although these recurring elements may be indications of a 

genre, it is pertinent to recognize that Gothicism may not necessarily be thought of as 

one. In her introduction to Gothic America Narrative, History, and Nation, Teresa Goddu 

explains that narratives are Gothic not by their use of recyclable tropes but how they are 

used to subvert other genres (4). And secondly, she argues that the Gothic must be 

historicized since “gothic stories are intimately connected to the culture that produces 
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them” (2). In a twentieth century discussion, Peter Messent’s extends Goddu’s argument 

and explains the subsequent liminal space gothic texts create . He writes 

Liminality refers primarily to the concept of the threshold, the area 

between two spaces. And that threshold is predominantly associated 

with provisionality, instability, intermediate forms; what lies between 

the known and unknown, or ‘other’…where each side of this 

equation—inner and outer, subject and society—can be brought 

together in a type of ‘third space’…The Gothic can do what it does 

best, challenge our fixed preconceptions, make us aware of possibilities  

and configurations we would otherwise deny. (Messent 1-8)   

 

This third space is what occurs in a generic narrative that is subjected to the ‘spooky’ 

conventions of Gothicism. In as much Stoker’s Dracula is a rather conventional 

examples of English style Gothicism where vampirism and other supernatural elements 

occur in what is essentially a Victorian detective story. Jonathan Harker, one of the 

story’s protagonists, travels to feudal Transylvania to meet Count Dracula who is later 

revealed to be a horrific vampire desiring to re-colonize London with a new cohort of 

undead. Further in the novel there are accounts of werewolves, the vampirization of the 

tragic Lucy Westenra, lunacy embodied in the ravings of Renfield and so on. In Lucy’s 

gruesome final scene, Arthur (her would be suitor) kills her again, “ [He] took the stake 

and the hammer…Van Helsing opened his missal and began to read…Arthur placed the 

point over the heart…Then he struck with all his might” (Stoker 220). In developing his 

novel, Stoker draws from centuries of European folklore and geography; methods of 

dispatching vampires, the heroic entourage’s travels across Eastern Europe by trains, 

horses and boat, all these fictional accounts are derived from Stokers own research. Ellis 

notes in chapter five of his book, “Vampires, credulity and reason”, that Stoker’s 

knowledge is derived from Victorian travel books and that he “performed this journey in 

the British Museum in London. For Stoker, the search for Dracula was a kind of 

scholarship…. [Stoker] transforms the vampire historiography by grafting onto it an 
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unrelated, but symbolically resonant, Eastern European history…This particularity 

renders the novel’s engagement with history more richly textured, but also less 

metaphorically unstable…” (190-191). This distinction is important because it establishes 

the privileged position English Gothicism enjoyed. And predicates the American 

dilemma. “…American gothic lacks the self-evident validity of its British 

counterpart…There was no founding period of gothic literature in America…” (Goddu 

3). Indeed, Hawthorne is quite conservative in his use of the strange and unsettling, 

understatement is characteristic is his Gothicism, 

The vapor of the broiled fish arose like incense from the shrine of a 

barbarian idol; while the fragrance of the Mocha might have gratified 

the nostrils of a tutelary Lar [Roman household deity], or whatever 

power has scope over a modern breakfast table. (Hawthorne 100)  

 

She had heard of the anathema flung by Maule, the executed wizard, 

against Colonel Pyncheon and his posterity—that God would give them 

blood to drink…blood might now and then be heard gurgling in their 

throats… (124) 

 

For Hawthorne, as well as his American contemporaries, he had no access to these 

centuries of European history and superstition. As a consequence, what does develop 

becomes prototypically American. “Because of America’s seeming lack of history and its 

Puritan heritage, the American gothic…takes a turn inward, away from society and 

toward the psyche and the hidden blackness of the American soul” (Goddu 9). 

Effectively, a strange house supplants the haunted castle; the monsters are less materially 

gruesome, consider Shelley’s Frankenstein creature, and gravitate towards a realist 

weirdness. In the first quoted passage, Hawthorne describes Hepzibah’s efforts to create a 

breakfast for her recently pardoned brother, Clifford. The passage is more evocative of a 

magical rite than a morning repast; what Hawthorne has done with this breakfast table 

shrine is render this common experience foreign, and in turn he elicits the mental 
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spectacle of a pagan ceremony which builds that liminal space. Likewise, in the second 

passage, Hawthorne paints the ancestral Maule as a wizard that has cast a curse on the 

whole line of Pyncheons. Of course, a few lines later the narrator explains that “ancient 

superstitions being steeped in human hearts…through a series of generations, become 

imbued with an effect of homely truth” (124). Once again any magic or strange wizards 

are constructed only within mental spaces of the narrative. Victorian Gothic novels all 

utilize externalized horror, Shelley’s Frankenstein, or Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll/ Mr. Hyde 

doppelganger. Dracula is an externally realized entity with his own agency in Stoker’s 

novel. “…I saw the whole man slowly emerge from the window and begin to crawl down 

the castle wall…just as a lizard moves…what manner of creature is it in the semblance of 

man” (Stoker 39). Even the supposed curse of ‘blood in the throat’ in House of the Seven 

Gables is later attributed to a physiological condition inherent of the Pyncheon family. In 

more abstracted terms, “Hawthorne has responded with a form that infuses what is 

common with what is truly strange in order to upset our sense of fictive ‘reality’…[He] 

employs a grammatically complex and rhetorically subtle mode of literary discourse that 

substitutes a nearly fully effective Gothic textual procedure for the isolated and 

ineffective Gothic ‘content’ of earlier works” (Haggerty 108). Clearly Haggerty is a 

proponent of the American ‘neo-Gothic’ as he deems it. And he is arguably right; 

Hawthorne contributes to a mode that will still prove relevant 130 years later with 

Thomas Harris’s Hannibal Lector character. Lector is no more a material fiend than 

Judge Pyncheon. He performs gruesome acts, but his horror is fundamentally located 

inwardly, in his state of mind. Even in Hawthorne’s era, he was ahead. Oscar Wilde’s 

The Picture of Dorian Gray was a contemporary of Stoker’s Dracula; both were 
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published 30 years after Hawthorne’s House, but Wilde’s tale is closer to Hawthorne than 

it is to Stoker. Although elements of the supernatural are enacted, the magical painting, 

the true repulsiveness is Dorian’s psychological narcissism, something more akin to 

Hannibal Lector than Count Dracula. In either case, what is retained throughout iterations 

of Gothicism is the monster. Punter explains that what “is primarily important for the 

Gothic is the cultural work done by monsters” (263). Etymologically, ‘monster’ derives 

from Latin verbs ‘to demonstrate’ and ‘to warn’. He continues, “…[M]onsters function to 

define and construct the politics of the normal. Located at the margins of culture, they 

police the boundaries of the human, pointing to those lines that must not [or in 

Hawthorne’s case should] be crossed”. In either case of the American or English mode, 

the purpose of it all is to create that sense of the uncanny, the uncertain. And in doing so 

these authors invite readers to understand that the strange, dark and gloomy terrors are 

not just cheap thrills but a profound meditation on social perplexities resonating within 

their experience.  

 Before examining Hawthorne’s text, Dracula will be analyzed as a 

complementary critique of nineteenth century Gothicism. In chapter four of his The 

History of Gothic Fiction, regarding the condition of their nation, Ellis develops the 

ambivalence English authors explored in their work. Fundamentally, “The scientific 

enlightenment reflected a profound cultural transformation…the power of human inquiry 

to solve the problems of existence and its rejection of received ideas of orthodox 

religions.” Punter, continues that all these fictions of the period—The Strange Case of Dr 

Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886); Dracula (1897); Frankenstein (1818); The Island of Dr 

Moreau (1896)— represented “cultural anxieties about the dangers associated with 
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scientific progress, particularly if such progress is not directed by clear moral guidelines” 

(237-238). For English authors of the 1800s, there was a significant preoccupation with 

psychology and how the uninhibited self may corrupt society. Perhaps by virtue of 

Stoker’s novel appearing at the end of the nineteenth century, Dracula in many ways 

anticipates ideas of English literature attributed to the Modernists. What rough beast 

slouches towards Bethlehem? Count Dracula as a character and a psychological force 

drives the narrative and yet readers know the least about him. Never the less, Count 

Dracula is ever present in the characters’ minds and especially after Mina is bitten and 

slowly vampirized, the psychological implications are telling. In chapter xviii, ‘I want 

you to hypnotize me!’ she said. ‘Do it before dawn, for I feel that then I can speak, and 

speak freely…Mina opened her eyes; but she did not seem the same woman. There was a 

far away look in her eyes, and her voice had a sad dreaminess which was new to me…” 

(318). Read liminaly as a force of the unconsciousness, this passage demonstrates both 

the mystique of this intangible other within the individual with Mina ‘not being the same 

woman’ and the danger it suggests. Count Dracula is interpreted as a destructive force. 

…kissing his hand to me [Jonathan Harker who is imprisoned in the 

Count’s castle], with a red light of triumph  in his eyes, and with a 

smile that Judas in hell might be proud of…There was a mocking smile 

on the bloated face…to London, where, perhaps for centuries to come, 

he might, amongst its teeming millions, satiate his lust for blood, and 

create a new and ever widening circle of semi-demons to batten on the 

helpless (54-55). 

 

By chapter xviii, Count Dracula has already destroyed Lucy Westenra after seducing, 

raping, and transforming her. The infection of Mina supposes that this plague will bring 

about an apocalypse to civil society. Punter explains that Victorian writers, “use elements 

of the Gothic in order to suggest the powerful, irrational, and potentially dangerous forces 

of the mind…Gothic is activated…not only to convey a powerful sense of psychological 
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disturbance, but also in the service of a penetrating social critique” (30). Both examples 

thus far have involved female characters. This choice is deliberate. Returning to theory 

for a moment, in the Edwin Block’s Rituals of Dis-Integration, he explains that Victorian 

psychology may not have fully acknowledged the Freudian notion of unconsciousness 

but it still maintained a duality “of conscious processes and the potential for psychic 

fragmentation…[that] nevertheless affirmed the continuity of pre-human and abnormal 

mental states in human beings” (7). And a few pages later with regard to Stevenson’s 

Hyde among other writers, “[These] stories depict the individual, like his society or 

family, as having a mysterious, primitive, contradictory and often violent past which 

continues to manifest itself in illicit desires and anarchic or destructive behavior” (9). 

Expressed in English Gothic terms, in Dracula, Count Dracula is the masculinized 

embodiment of a subliminal savagery that threatens to corrupt civilization. And within 

the Victorian Gothic mode, if men are assigned as the default agents for releasing the 

monster, particularly doctors—Dr. Jekyll (Hyde), Dr. Moreau (the Island of Dr. 

Moreau)—they are also the saviors, Dr. Seward and Dr. Van Helsing in Dracula. In this 

case, of Mina and women by extension. “I know that all that brave earnest men can do for 

a poor weak woman, whose soul…is at any rate at stake…There is a poison in my blood, 

in my soul, which may destroy me [as Lucy has already been martyred]” (336). Lucy and 

Mina are both ‘New Women’, they are less constrained than other Victorian women; 

Lucy flaunts her sexuality and attractiveness to numerous male suitors; Mina is 

industrious with her phonograph and an active female character. It is Mina who rescues 

Lucy from the churchyard after Dracula in the guise of a wolf rapes her. They do not 

conform to the Gothic Heroine who are “thrust into the underworld through no apparent 
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fault of their own…their virtuousness makes them prey to villains” (Day 16). It would 

seem for Stoker, that he supports a conservative disapproval of feminist progress. It is 

only Mina and Lucy that are so easily mentally corrupted. Both need only to fall asleep to 

be susceptible to Count Dracula’s charms. “The staking of Lucy provides the most brutal 

enactment of the restoration of gender boundaries…Lucy’s writhing body is released 

from the grip of desire and restored…[Mina] is ultimately restored to her proper role as 

nurturing mother” (233). Thus, it is men’s duty to restore stasis to the encroachment of an 

alien presence. Moreover, the examples so far have all been of a sexual nature within a 

feminine context. A great deal of the paranoia suggested in the book concerns aberrations 

to male hegemonic sexuality. Unlike Mina and Lucy who are changed but only have 

relatively brief encounters with Count Dracula, Jonathan Harker and the prior solicitor, 

Renfield, have extensive experiences with him and are not vampirized. It is interesting 

while Dracula journeys across the sea to Whitby, in chapter vi, Dracula feeds on and kills 

the sailors but does not turn any of them. Renfield, Count Dracula’s most loyal male 

servant is driven to madness and murdered by his hand, “I am here to do your bidding, 

Master. I am Your slave, and You will reward me…I have worshipped You…You will 

not pass me by… in Your distribution of good things?” (106). Count Dracula denies 

Renfield vampirism and subjects him to a violent death more  painful and brutal than 

what Count Dracula will be subject to at the conclusion of the novel. Within a 

psychosexual context, if Stoker dismisses the Victorian New Woman and uses the Count 

Dracula Monster as a gothic warning of the danger of liberated femininity, he 

tyrannically does not allow for a compromise to the prevailing masculine psyche. “[H]e 

can be seen as the embodiment of late Victorian anxieties about the homosexual. In ‘the 
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most famous code word for Victorian sexuality’, she observes, the other male characters 

‘find something unspeakable about Hyde’” (Punter 227). The passage concerns the 

monstrous counter part to Dr Jekyll, but it easily applies to Dracula as well. “There was 

something that about them that made me uneasy, some longing and at the same time 

some deadly fear. I felt in my heart a wicked, burning desire that they would kiss me…It 

is no good to note this down…but it is the truth” (Stoker 41). The kiss is from vampire 

woman who desire to feed and potentially mate with him. The bite is penetrative and 

inverts typical gender roles. The male is passive and seduced, Jonathan is feminized. The 

homoeroticism escalates when Count Dracula appears and throws the women off him, he 

exclaims that this man belongs to him. According to Day, “The male protagonist always 

enters the Gothic world of his own free will, even though he surely does not understand 

what he is getting into. His attempt to assert his power leads him…to his destruction…he 

is a victim, but he is overtly the victim of his own desires and actions, rather than the 

passive victim of another” (17-18). This point distinguishes how Stoker treats the two 

men. Jonathan Harker is victimized and very much a passive character. Yet, he saves 

himself by throwing himself from the castles wall rather than be turned by the female 

vampires. Stoker adheres to the status quo of Gothic convention, but he also is 

representing a contemporary paranoia of feminized masculinity. Returning to Punter, 

“Throughout the nineteenth century, the vampire functions to police the boundaries 

between ‘normal’ and ‘deviant’ sexuality, with the narrative voice firmly positioned on 

the side of the ‘normal’” (269-270). After Jonathan Harker, of course, survives the fall 

and arrives at a convent, Mina quickly arrives at his aid, and the two are immediately 

married. Stoker in effect defeats the possibility of any abnormal sexual character in the 
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man and reaffirms, as he does in the finale, conventional masculine and feminine social 

roles. Unlike Renfield who willingly subscribes to Count Dracula, another male’s 

dominance. He is not victimized by anyone other than Count Dracula to whom he resigns 

himself anyway. And not only does Renfield lose his mind, Renfield is imprisoned and 

then savagely destroyed and thrown away when his use is over. In as much that Stoker 

conforms to the conventions of Gothicism, he implicates liminaly that the horrors of the 

unknown must be vanquished, like Count Dracula, if the social threat of individuals as 

psychologically barbaric actors is to be overcome. 

 Turning now to Hawthorne, The House of the Seven Gables also works gothically; 

but whereas Dracula is read as a narrative of the self as a threat to society, the American 

example inverts the conjecture i.e. society as a threat, or at least unavoidable force, to the 

self. Ironically, perhaps not to be generalized, but Hawthorne’s Gothicism follows 

conventional English style Gothicism more closely. Goddu argues that “Hawthorne 

complains about the lack of Gothic materials in America, he turns this lack into the sign 

of the country’s uniqueness…The gothic’s conventions were rejected as inconsequential 

to and incompatible with the American project of literary nationalism, yet they were 

adopted for that project once set in an American Context” (54). Indeed, there may be no 

American heritage of vampires and werewolves or occasion to build a Frankenstein, 

Hawthorne appropriates what he can to support his construction of  The House of the 

Seven Gables. He goes to great lengths to explain the details of the Pyncheon genealogy 

and how it is tied up in the emblematic house. In fact, the whole of the story hinges on 

their American history. This qualification is strikingly gothic; “focus on the 

contemporary world does not mean that Gothic relinquishes its interest in the past…it is 
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appropriated to represent new social problems, it also offers a space in which the past can 

persist in a modified form” (Punter 29). Further beyond the general gloomy darkness and 

decay of the narrative’s world there are ghosts such as they appear in chapter eighteen 

though they kept hypothetical. “We are tempted to make a little sport with the idea. 

Ghost-stories are hardly to be treated seriously, any longer. The family-party of the 

defunct Pyncheons, we presume, goes off in this wise” (279). The narrator invites readers 

to assume the essence of former existences returning, thusly creating the uncanny liminal 

space without attempting to induce a supernatural effect at all. Certainly, the Gothic 

conventions remain in place to support a political reading of text, Hawthorne has simply 

distilled the magic from the mode. This technique is what is meant in the Goddu’s 

introduction. “Halttunen’s historicizing of the American gothic also reflects a movement 

toward reading the American Gothic in social, not psychological, terms” (10). The House 

of the Seven Gables is a social assessment that utilizes modified mechanisms of the 

Gothic that in turn “can strengthen as well as critique an idealized national identity.” The 

novel reflects Hawthorne’s cultural call for reform and a new perspective of progress—

the future is built by dismantling the oppressive past. As an aside, a curious parallel 

occurs in Dracula. Quincy Morris, the roguish American, is killed by presumably Count 

Dracula at the end of the novel. The narrator explains that Mina’s son is named in honor 

of Quincy. By implication of the man’s death, a similar conclusion is drawn. If Quincy 

represents perspectives of the American establishment, his death and renaming of the 

child posits the American future in a progression from the failed past. This echo has its 

resonances in House, although Hawthorne is more optimistic in that he provides space for 

progress within the space of the current generation. Holgrave repeatedly advocates the 
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destruction of the past. “…[W]e are not doomed to creep on forever in the old, bad 

way…that in this age, more than ever before, the moss-grown and rotten Past is to be torn 

down, and the lifeless institutions to be thrust out of the way, and their dead corpses 

buried, and everything to begin anew” (179). He gets his wish in the closing moments of 

the story when Hepzibah, Clifford, Phoebe and he relocate from the oppressive House of 

Seven Gables with the former Judge Pyncheon’s fortune who has serendipitously died. 

Stephen Knadler argues that this ending, “as a consequence, may be less a complicitous 

compromise than a recognition that, amid a new configuration of power invested in 

systems of classification, political action has to begin with the self’s social construction  

and work through the mind’s release from the ‘normal’ rules of mental hygiene [he 

describes earlier as “…the individuals perceptions of his or her economic and social 

needs and responsibilities”]” (Knadler 3-4). What this statement means is that individuals 

need to reconceptualize their understanding of their selfhood in relations to a dynamically 

changing social environment. Goddu contemplates criticism that this ‘critique of 

individualism’ may be the social referent of American Gothic, arguably here at least for 

The House of the Seven Gables (9). Gatta goes on that “[It] seems to be meditating upon 

the problem of progress…with charting the moral and spiritual progress of the individual 

human heart, particularly as the heart seeks to move toward a permanent, life-giving 

conjunction  with ‘the magnetic chain of humanity” (2). Holgrave is the Gothic hero of 

House and individualism. Furthering the previous qualification of the male protagonist as 

it applied to Jonathan Harker, “…[He] is a version of the Faust character…These 

characters are essentially active men attempting to realize their desires through the efforts 

of their own will; above all, they are men engaged in the process of creating, or 
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recreating, their own identities” (Day 17). Here, Hawthorne adapts Gothic conventions. 

In the British style, the male suffers or dies like Faust. Jonathan Harker is mentally 

scared; Dr. Frankenstein dies; Dorian Gray and Dr Jekyll both annihilate themselves. But 

Holgrave prospers. He destroys the curse of the Pyncheons, restores his family honor, and 

helps bring the remaining Pyncheons, at least Phoebe, into a progressive future. 

Gothically, as a convenient direct descendant of the wizard Maule, Holgrave fulfills what 

the Gothic mode demands, that is, he acts as an influence of prior conditions that 

participates and steers the present. Of course, Hawthorne’s individualism is not without 

its antiheros in the skin of Hepzibah and Clifford. One position is purported by Kelly, 

“The House of the Seven Gables reflects…Hawthorne’s attempts to grapple with the 

implications of modern technologies of representation on a transcendental conception of 

personal identity…” (7). Using Clifford as a working example, Kelly argues that he, 

“represents the self at the liminal juncture of becoming and non-being…” (15). What he 

is getting at is that since Clifford has been in prison so long, he remains infantilized and 

cannot easily integrate with the rest of humanity that is progressing onwards just as he 

cannot join the parade that is marching past his balcony. Hepzibah likewise is unable to 

participate in an increasingly commercial society. Goddu states that in contrast to 

Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance, House is a “novel that anxiously polices the 

market intrusion into the domestic sphere of middle-class culture” (105). In another 

article, Richard Millington’s, “American Anxiousness: Selfhood and Culture in 

Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance”, the author continues the prior thought. 

“Hawthorne is engaged in a striking act of cultural diagnosis…what Raymond Williams 

calls a ‘structure of feeling’: a specific historical moment—here, the emergence of a 
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careening market economy in the middle years of the nineteenth century—as it expresses 

itself in the private feeling and in the cultural forms a community produces” (3). He goes 

on, “Hawthorne had come to recognize that beneath the surface of the middle-class 

culture he sought to celebrate and renovate…” Essentially remarking that House only 

superficially explores issue of the market and identity that Blithedale more deeply 

investigates. Despite this claim, there is enough evidence in House that acknowledges 

commerce and it’s effect on the individual. Here is the crucial point in chapter two, “In 

this republican country, amid the fluctuating waves of our social life, somebody is always 

at the drowning-point…[such as] when an hereditary noble sinks below his order. More 

deeply; since, with us, rank is the grosser substance of wealth…and has no spiritual 

existence…”(Hawthorne 38). Hepzibah’s reopening of the store illustrates her ineffective 

ability to identify with a newer way of living. When Ned Higgins enters the store she 

gives away a gingerbread cookie “for her old gentility was contumaciously squeamish at 

sight of the copper-coin…”(50). And even after she gets the courage to charge for the 

item, Hepzibah is utterly repulsed by herself. “The sordid stain of that copper-coin could 

never be washed away from her palm…The structure of ancient aristocracy had been 

demolished by him, even as if his childish gripe had torn down the seven-gabled 

mansion!” (51). The constant ringing of the bell and appearance of Ned Higgins is a 

rhetorical way of creating the uncanny. The urchin is unsettling and the bell is like a fire 

alarm in their ears. Further disappointments of the two include Clifford’s awe at new 

technologies, his snapping a string on the harpsichord (crating a disassociation with both 

the past and the future), Hepzibah in public, “she was fain to shrink deeper into herself,  

as it were, as if in the hope of making people suppose that here was only a cloak and 
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hood, threadbare and woefully faded…” (255). Hepzibah and Clifford are individual 

failures in social terms. They are both in their own way drowning against a flood of 

newness that has reached its watershed. Chapters eighteen and nineteen are striking when 

read together. Eighteen is a long rumination Judge Pyncheons death and abandonment in 

the house. The narrator, acting as the equivalent to a cinematic voiceover, mockingly 

meditates on the affairs that Judge Pyncheon would have needed to do if for his death. 

Readers are subjected to the eerie stillness of all except for a housefly and a watch hand. 

In Nineteen, the perspective external to the house’s dead interior is quite active. 

Numerous character pass or stop by seeking something from its dead inhabitant. Of 

course, with no response they are irked but continue with their business in life. As much 

as all the Pyncheons are linked to this house of seven gables, their failures are linked to 

the House which links them to their past and damns their present. “It cannot be, 

Hepzibah!—it is too late,’ said Clifford…’We are ghosts! We have no right among 

human beings—no right anywhere, but in this old house, which has a curse on it, and 

which therefore we are doomed to haunt” (Hawthorne 169). Life will go on with or 

without Clifford or Hepzibah’s participation. Past selves are stagnant and here literally a 

rotting corpse in the domicile. Here Hawthorne evokes a Gothicism without articulating a 

fictive supernatural. In the following chapter twenty, the morbidity of death is articulated 

in forensic terms with Holgrave making an objective image of the body as well as 

deliberation on the cause of death but a hereditary abnormality. It is through the senior 

Pyncheons that Hawthorne establishes foils to Holgrave. Death casts out the old 

inhabitants, the drowning brother and sister and ushers in new way stewarded in 

Holgrave as well as Phoebe who deliberate on the corpse. “On the contrary, he gathered a 
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wild enjoyment—as it were, a flower of strange beauty, growing in a desolate spot, and 

blossoming in the wind…” (Hawthorne 305). They are on the cusp of a new self, a 

threshold that is finally transgressed by the novel’s close. Hawthorne is advocating a 

newness of self that will be achieved whether anyone likes it or not; it does not matter 

whether you are on board like Holgrave or fumbling up the ramp like the elderly 

Hepzibah and Clifford, the train of time and life sweep all away and onward speedily into 

the uncertain future. 

 Of course, this raises the question concerning what Hawthorne is advocating an 

individual progression from, or towards? It is debatable if there is just one particular idea 

Hawthorne is attempting to gothically emphasize. It has been shown there are 

philosophic, as well as economic and political reading of the text. It may only be safe to 

propose the Hawthorne is attempting to destabilize and call attention to the quality of the 

individual. I will end with the point Charles Swann makes about Holgrave, “Hawthorne 

has trapped himself, and attempts to resolve this paralyzing ambivalence by distancing 

himself in what is very close to a distasteful aestheticizing of his perspective. The 

question of the future of this ‘representative’ modern young man is ‘delightfully 

uncertain’” (3). The conclusion is inconclusive. Furthermore, how to read either of these 

novels or approach an understanding of Gothicism is an ongoing challenge. In this essay, 

a few limited perspectives were acknowledged, however there is much that can still be 

approached both as an example of literary technique and national interest. What can be 

said is that the Gothic mode succeeds. It challenges readers to reexamine generic 

assumptions and entertain themselves with alternative meaningful possibilities.  
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