
Lecture 2 

 

Custom House: COMMENTARY 

 

Hawthorne’s goals in this introduction to the novel are to present 

some of his ideas about writing and about the romance genre in 

particular; to provide the reader with background about his job as 

surveyor of the Salem custom house and about his Puritan ancestors; 

and to explain how he discovered the manuscript of this novel. 

Hawthorne begins by telling us that he writes this section out of an 

autobiographical impulse. A few years earlier, he wrote a similar 

autobiographical piece, “The Old Manse,” which was used to 

introduce his book of stories Mosses from an Old Manse (1846). That 

essay was well received by readers, so he decided to try it again. 

 

Hawthorne’s philosophy of writing 

 

Although he is writing autobiographically in this section, Hawthorne 

explains that he doesn’t approve of some writers, whose text is so 

intimate that it makes readers uncomfortable. He suggests that writers 

should imagine that they are speaking to a friend, a person who is 

“kind and apprehensive, though not the closest friend.” In this way, 

the writer personalizes his writing but doesn’t risk revealing his 

innermost self. (This seems to be Hawthorne’s technique in The 

Scarlet Letter, where we find a friendly, obtrusive narrator who 

guides our reading like a sympathetic friend, offering explanation and 

interpretation to deepen our understanding.) Hawthorne also explains 

his goal of positioning himself as the editor, rather than the originator, 

of this story. By pretending that he has discovered the manuscript of 

the story in an unused room of the custom house, Hawthorne adds an 

element of authenticity to his tale. In addition to explaining 

Hawthorne’s view of the proper relationship between reader and 

writer, this introduction also reveals his ideas about romance, the 

genre of The Scarlet Letter. According to Hawthorne, the perfect 

place for writing a romance is in a familiar room in the evening, with 

the moonlight making every object visible. Unlike the glare of 

sunshine, the moonlight “spiritualizes” the room, erasing its physical 



substance and endowing it with “strangeness and remoteness.” Even 

the smallest objects gain a new dignity through this process. In 

moonlight, the real and fairy-tale worlds may meet and interweave. A 

dim coal fire also contributes to this process. This warm light of the 

fire mixes with the cold spirituality of the moonlight to add heart and 

tenderness to the imagination’s more spiritual productions. The fire 

converts the shadowy figures of the imagination into real human 

beings. This description of how a romantic writer should work offers 

the reader insight on how to approach this novel.It, too, is a story told 

in this blend of moonlight and coal fire, in which intellectual ideas 

mix with human passions. The reader should look for moments where 

the real and fairy-tale worlds meet in The Scarlet Letter. How does 

Hawthorne make the real seem fantastic, or the fantastic appear real? 

Hawthorne critiques his novel for being too somber, for having too 

few soft, tender human influences. He suggests that he may have 

spent too much time in the moonlight when writing it—he needed 

more fire! 

 

 

Hawthorne’s Puritan heritage 

 

Another goal of this introduction is to offer the reader background 

information on Hawthorne’s family’s history in Salem, which 

accounts, in part, for his interest in exploring the Puritan mentality in 

the novel. Although Hawthorne is “happiest elsewhere,” he has 

recently discovered that he also has an affectionate attachment to his 

birthplace of Salem, perhaps because of his family’s deep roots in the 

town. His ancestor, Major William Hathorne, arrived in 

Massachusetts in 1630 and made a big impact on Salem as a soldier, 

legislator, and judge. Family legends about this man have affected 

Hawthorne, leading to his fascination with the Puritan mentality, a 

recurrent theme in his stories and in this novel. But his feelings 

toward his Puritan ancestors aren’t wholly positive. He describes 

them as “dim and dusky,” as “grave, bearded, sable-cloaked, and 

steeple-crowned” men, whose “better deeds” will be completely 

overshadowed by their crueler actions. He acknowledges that they 

were narrow-minded and bitter persecutors of anyone whose ideas 



differed from theirs, such as the Quakers. One of his relatives 

participated in the Salem witch trials, again showing the family’s 

intolerance and cruelty. Hawthorne says that he will take his 

ancestors’ shame upon himself—perhaps this novel is an attempt to 

rid himself of some of this shame by presenting an accurate, and 

critical, picture of the Puritans. Notice how often the novel’s narrator 

critiques their intolerance, lack of imagination, and severity. 

Hawthorne also recognizes that, as a writer, his successes would not 

seem admirable to his Puritan ancestors, who had no interest in 

artistic pursuits and would have called him an “idler,” a worthless 

“writer of story books.” 

 

 

The origins of this novel 

 

A final goal of this introduction to the novel is to explain the manner 

in which Hawthorne supposedly discovered the manuscript of the 

novel and a cloth scarlet letter “A.” Critics have not been able to find 

evidence that either the letter or the manuscript actually existed, so 

this 

is probably just a ploy to add an element of historical authenticity to 

the novel. Hawthorne’s description of the letter in this preface is 

significant. First, he tells us that the signification of the letter is not 

immediately apparent, showing the relativity of all symbols by which 

our culture makes meaning. Although he can’t guess the meaning, 

Hawthorne assumes that it is deep and worthy of interpretation. In 

fact, he attributes an almost mystical power to this strange letter, as if 

it is communicating directly with his subconscious even though its 

meaning evades his rational mind. His comments suggest that the 

story of this scarlet letter will be almost mythical, a story perennially 

relevant to humanity because it is constantly repeated, though in 

different forms. The continuing popularity of the novel suggests that 

Hawthorne is right, as new generations of readers always seem to find 

some way to relate to this tale of suffering and betrayal. The letter’s 

effect isn’t just spiritual, but also physical; Hawthorne claims that 

when he places it upon his breast, he has the sensation of red-hot iron 



burning his flesh. This tale will obviously have a deep and potent 

impact on the human heart. 

In order to increase the veracity of his narrative, Hawthorne assures 

us that the documents accompanying the letter have all been verified 

and authenticated by a previous surveyor, Jonathan Pue. Although he 

assures us that he will follow the “outline” of the story contained 

in these documents, Hawthorne has added his own ideas about the 

“motives and modes of passion” that influenced the characters 

involved. While his familial ancestors have bequeathed him his 

Puritan heritage, this “official ancestor”(Pue) has bestowed the story 

of the scarlet letter to him, making it his “filial duty” to publish the 

tale—this is his inheritance and responsibility as a custom house 

officer. 

 

 

The mirror of imagination 

 

Unfortunately, Hawthorne’s job at the custom house seems to have 

dulled his imagination, which he describes as “a tarnished mirror.” 

(Hawthorne often uses mirrors to symbolize the workings of the 

creative process. For example, in this novel, Pearl, the most creative 

and imaginative character, will often be shown reflected in pools of 

water.) Hawthorne also admits that his inner thoughts tell him that 

he’s sold his creative soul in order to earn a living, and he’ll need to 

quit the job at the custom house in order to rediscover his artistic 

abilities. Having a fulltime job and achieving artistic success don’t 

blend. Fortunately for Hawthorne, and for the reader, the Democrats 

lose the 1848 election to the Whigs, and 

Hawthorne loses his surveyor position. Although he is upset about 

this event, referring to the Whigs as a cruel bunch of guillotiners, the 

loss of his job leads Hawthorne back to writing, back to his 

imagination. The once tarnished mirror of imagination becomes 

polished and bright once again as Hawthorne creates The Scarlet 

Letter. 
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