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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation deals with the symbolic uses of the prominent 

old houses in selected fiction of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Charles Dickens, 

and Henry James. The major texts include Hawthorne's "Peter Goldthwaite's 

Treasure," The House of the Seven Gables, and Doctor Grimshawe's Secret; 

Dickens's Bleak House, Great Expectations, and Little Dorrit; and James's 

The Portrait of a Lady, "The Jolly Corner," and The Sense of the Past. 

The introductory chapter of the dissertation points out the im

portance of the house in nineteenth-century fiction. To a century which 

was obsessed with time and particularly fascinated by the past, the house 

could serve as a literary symbol of the past and aid in the investigation 

of the relation of a character to the past he has experienced and the 

past he remembers with various degrees of accuracy. For Hawthorne, 

Dickens, and James the house is always more than inanimate space. It is 

linked by imagination and memory to the past. 

Chapter II identifies and defines the house of the imagined past. 

The house has a name and a long history which illuminates the present 

situation of the inhabitants. All three authors draw freely from the 

gothic tradition to fill the houses with old relics, curses, secrets, 

sins, and treasures from the past. Seeking the treasure—hidden gold in 

some cases, self-knowledge in others—the characters keep the past alive 

in their old houses. The character in the house of the imagined past is 

often fragmented because he does not understand or accept his relation 

with his own past. Time inside the house of the past is arbitrary. 

v 



The past, or certain imagined or remembered portions of it dominate the 

space. 

Chapter III concerns the functions of the house. First, the 

actual fact of the house's existence generates action in the works. 

Second, the physical relation to his house suggests aspects of the char

acter's spiritual state. The characters search and probe, even assault 

their houses, seeking themselves. Third, all three authors continually 

emphasize parallels between houses and people. Characters voluntarily 

imprison themselves in their houses just as they willingly imprison 

themselves in their interpretations of the past. The house also sug

gests that the past lives into and influences the present by means of 

heredity and environment. In addition, the physical state of the house 

mirrors the spiritual state of the characters: morally sick people in

habit decaying houses. Even further, houses become animated, metonymic 

representations of their inhabitants. The house of the past, then, pro

jects or represents the character's mind. 

In Chapter IV I deal with the final return to and departure from 

the house of the imagined past. Finally the characters recognize the 

imprisoning nature of their obsessions and can then leave the house of 

the past or as happens in many cases, can be rescued by a woman who 

lives in the present. Hawthorne's characters turn their backs on the 

past with relief and turn to the present. Dickens's characters must 

know the past, accept it, and build on it, not simply turn away as 

Hawthorne's characters do. James allows his characters to close the 

door of the house of the past behind them if they can find love in the 
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present. If domestic happiness is impossible, however, the broad human 

past can offer an imagined solace and relief. 

The final chapter points out that Hawthorne, Dickens, and James, 

like many other authors, recognize archetypal and psychological rela

tionships between a human and the space he inhabits. They use the house 

to understand the self, especially in relation to the past. 



CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The nineteenth century, as J. H. Buckley observes, was obsessed 

with tirae.^" Historians diligently studied and wrote about the past, 

looking for parallels with their own age and portents in past history to 

explain the greatness of nineteenth-century culture and life, looking 

for ways to place themselves in historical perspective. As Buckley 

says, "History could provide relevant standards of measurement, of com-

parison or contrast with the nineteenth century." The study of history 

also allowed the Victorians to be sanguine about the future. They saw 

their age as a time of rapid progress; they saw themselves as much bet

ter off and more enlightened than their ancestors; they felt that the 

future by extension could not fail to be a glorious time. 

In his study of the English historical novel, Avrom Fleishman 

discusses the reasons for the vogue of historical fiction in the nine

teenth century. Historical fiction was, of course, the product of a new 

interest in history, asserts Fleishman, "the outcome of the age of na-

3 tionalism, industrialization, and revolution. ..." He continues, 

"Only when the changes in men's predominant activities had begun to 

1. Jerome H. Buckley, The Triumph of Time: A Study of the Vic
torian Concepts of Time, History, Progress, and Decadence (Cambridge: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 2. 

2. Buckley, p. 16. 

3. Avrom Fleishman, The English Historical Novel: Walter Scott 
to Virginia Woolf (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1971), p. 17. 
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reflect themselves in the ways in which they conceived history did the 

literary expression of a sense of history begin to burgeon. . . . 

Because of the changing patterns of their lives, the Victorians tended 

to look to the past with nostalgia for the simplicity and security of 

the old ways and with curiosity about the causes for the changes in 

their lives. The readers of Macaulay felt that studying history showed 

one a pattern of national progress. As Fleishman explains, "... the 

past is seen as a peculiarly national affair, as having a direct connec

tion with the present fortunes of the nation, and as an organically in-

o 
tertwined and self-validating system of institutions and values." As 

Fleishman hints here, the idea of evolution also influenced the 

nineteenth-century view of history and time: the present could not be 

separated from the past out of which it grew. 

But the Victorians were interested in the question of individual 

human progress too, and they did not have solely a strictly linear view 

of time. Certainly they did attempt to see themselves in a straight 

chronology—midway between past and future on the public time line. But 

their great obsession with time led them to investigate other kinds of 

time as well, particularly the notion of private time. According to 

Buckley, the Victorians saw private time as arbitrary, relative, and 

variable, something which is experienced but cannot be measured.^ He 

continues: 

1. Fleishman, p. 17. 

2. Fleishman, p. 19. 

3. Buckley, p. 7. See also J. Hillis Miller, The Form of Vic-
torisn Fiction (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1968), 
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As seen by the poet and novelist alike, human time thus defies 
scientific analysis and measurement; contracting and expanding 
at will, mingling before and after without ordered sequence, it 
pays little heed to ordinary logical relations. . . . [l]he 
consciousness, by memory and desire, will completely merge any 
given moment of the present with the whole personal past and 
future.1 

These moments of private, non-linear, arbitrary time, experi

enced moments compounded of memory and desire, often attach themselves 

firmly to certain spaces or tangible objects, a reminder of which or 

contact with which can recapture a past moment for the dreamer, allowing 

him, in reverie, in an intense moment of private time, to relive the 

past. Proust's madeleine, Pip's black currant leaves, and David 

Copperfield's geranium leaves are examples of tangible objects which 

trigger memory and bring alive the past in private time. Memory and 

private time can be linked to certain intimate spaces, too. Gaston 

Bachelard writes of the house as cosmos and says the house is "one of 

the greatest powers of integration for the thoughts, memories, and 

dreams of mankind." He writes of the house as the localization of 

memory, saying that this space contains "compressed tiroe."^ It is a 

personal space, the private house, that I wish to study in this 

Part I. J. H. Raleigh, "The English Novel and Three Kinds of Time," in 
Time, Place, and Idea; Essays on the Novel (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1968), pp. 34-65. 

1. Buckley, p. 8. 

2. See Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie, trans. Daniel 
Russell (New York: Orion Press, 1969). 

3. Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas 
(New York: Orion Press, 1964), pp. 4-6. 

4. Bachelard, Space, p. 8. 



4 

dissertation. The spaces in which people live are their links to the 

past, and since the Victorians were obsessively interested in time, the 

characters of nineteenth-century fiction have especially complex rela

tions to their houses. 

As Warren H. Smith in his Architecture in English Fiction points 

out, the use of the house in literature is not unique to the nineteenth 

century. Smith surveys the use of the house in literature, finding sig

nificant houses in the Bible and Spenser, in Shakespeare and Milton, and 

of course, in eighteenth-century English fiction."'" It is not, however, 

until the late eighteenth century, he insists, that architectural set

ting becomes dominant in literature, and by the nineteenth century, fic

tional houses are described for their own sake, often being personified, 

even acting as characters in fiction. It is Scott's Waverley, suggests 

Smith, which sets the pattern for the use of architecture in subsequent 

nineteenth-century novels, because Scott's buildings serve a structural 

3 purpose in the narrative. 

Smith sees the nineteenth-century use of houses in fiction as 

derived but changed greatly from the eighteenth-century gothic tradi

tion. Gothic castles in eighteenth-century romances were huge and inhu

man; the nineteenth-century fictional houses are intimate, often loved 

spaces, spaces which, as Bachelard suggests, "are psychological diagrams 

1. Warren Hunting Smith, Architecture in English Fiction (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1934), pp. 1, 50, 203. 

2. W. H. Smith, pp. 1-3. 

3. W. H. Smith, p. 181. 
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that guide writers and poets in their analysis of intimacy.11"'" The 

writer's intimate relation with spaces makes the houses come alive. 

Smith says: 

The house became a soul, warmed into existence by the tender 
intimacies of generations of inhabitants, who of their col
lective personalities gave the house a personality of its own.^ 

In the novels of the nineteenth century, architecture came 
to life. The house awoke from its previous inanimate condi
tion and began to assume human characteristics. Chimneys 
yawned—and became throats. Windows peered—and became eyes. 
The whole facade lifted up the light of its countenance, and 
revealed, to the sensitive observer, a face that was start-
lingly life-like.^ 

Besides the psychological connections between a human being and 

his house and the intense experience of personal time in the house, the 

house works well in other ways as a symbol of time. Built in the past, 

it is a concrete and tangible representation of time, and in its still

ness and inertia contains the linear history of its inhabitants and fo

cuses their private, personal moments of time. Charles Feidelson, in 

his study Symbolism and American Literature, discusses the search for 

symbols among nineteenth-century American writers. The writers of mid-

nineteenth-century America, he says, found meaning in the world only if 

they saw things symbolically.^ This tendency was inherited from the 

Puritans and their typological search for significance and symbols in 

1. Bachelard, Space, p. 38. 

2. W. H. Smith, pp. 203-4. 

3. W. H. Smith, p. 202. 

4. Charles Feidelson, Jr., Symbolism and American Literature 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), p. 2. 
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their lives.The symbol of the human body as house was common among 

the Puritans. In a work entitled "Great Care Necessity, Lest We Live in 

Some Way of Sin," Jonathan Edwards talks about sin being "an open door, 

by which Satan from time to time will find entrance" to the fortress of 

2 
the soul. Similarly, Cotton Mather, after a fire which destroyed many 

homes in Boston, preached a sermon full of double meanings about houses 

and bodies. He exhorted, "Brethren, our houses that we still enjoy, 

with so remarkable a preservation, oh! let us bring them under a dedi

cation to God. Put sin from them; serve God in them. Let no pollution 

O 
cleave to them." Such uses of the symbolism of the house doubtless in

fluenced the nineteenth-century American use of the house as a symbol 

of its inhabitants. 

Arising from the use of the house as symbol of its inhabitants 

is the problem of the character's relation to the past which the house 

embodies. In a sense it is the character himself who creates his own 

house of the past. The house is the focus of memory, and out of memory 

a character creates his own version of or fiction about the past. So 

the fictional houses become, in this deeper sense, houses of the fic

tional past because of the past the character creates for himself there. 

1. Feidelson traces this tendency even further back to medieval 
symbolist tradition. See Feidelson, p. 88. 

2. Jonathan Edwards, The Works of President Edwards, IV (New 
York: Leavitt and Allen, 1858), p. 527. 

3. Cotton Mather, Days of Humiliation; Times of Affliction and 
Disaster, introd. George H. Orians (Gainesville, Fla.: Scholars' Fac
similes and Reprints, 1970), p. 170. 
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As Joseph Conrad says in his "Henry James: An Appreciation," . .a 

novelist is a historian, the preserver, the keeper, the expounder, of 

human experience Yet the novelist is also the creator of fiction, 

and the novelist shows, as creator of fiction and history, how his 

characters create their own fictions and histories by remembering and 

interpreting the past. The house, which is the focus of memory, is a 

house of fiction within a fiction, a history within a history. And of

ten there is a blending or confusion of the fiction and the history. 

A complete study of the relationships between the house and time 

in the fiction of the nineteenth century would be unwieldy and in some 

ways repetitive since we find writers using houses in similar ways. I 

have chosen to examine only the houses of the past in selected workds of 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, Charles Dickens, and Henry James. This is not a 

study of the kind of house in which characters live and work happily in 

the present and plan for the future. I wish to explore the house with 

which the character is linked by his experience and memory of the past, 

because a character's physical and mental relation to this sort of house 

often symbolizes or elucidates his mental relation to his past. It is 

important to understand the character's relationship to his version of 

his past to understand fully the themes and implications of the fiction 

of these three authors. 

I might have chosen to discuss a number of other nineteenth-

century writers to whom fictional houses are also significant: Poe, 

1. Joseph Conrad, "Henry James: An Appreciation," in Joseph 
Conrad on Fiction, ed. Walter F. Wright (Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 1964), p. 87. 
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Twain, Howells, Scott, Austen, the Brontes, Thackeray, and Meredith, 

for example. But I have chosen Hawthorne, Dickens, and James because 

they are representative nineteenth-century figures, because as even the 

titles of their works—The House of the Seven Gables, Bleak House, The 

Spoils of Poynton—show, old houses are central to their fiction, and 

because all three of these authors are consistently interested in the 

relation of a character to the past. This is a comparative study, not 

a study of influences. Certainly influences exist: Hawthorne and 

Dickens read each other's works, and James was influenced by both 

Hawthorne and Dickens. But here I want to study, by comparison and con

trast, the uses of the house of the past in nineteenth-century fiction. 

All three of these writers had life-long concerns with the past 

and with houses. Hawthorne, like Dickens and James, spent his life in a 

series of houses. He lived in various childhood homes, and as an adult, 

moved, it seems, almost restively, from house to house. First there was 

the "haunted chamber" where he spent the years of his literary appren

ticeship after college. He tried living at Brook Farm, then lived with 

Sophie at the Old Manse for a short idyllic time after their marriage in 

1842. He then lived in various houses in Salem, moved to Lenox, then 

West Newton, then to the Wayside in Concord in 1852. He then took his 

family to England (which he called "Our Old Home"), and then uO 7caly 

before returning to the Wayside for his final few years. This contin

ued moving and restlessness points up what Edgar Dryden calls Hawthorne's 

sense of "homelessness.As Dryden says, Hawthorne's "central and 

1. Edgar Dryden, "Hawthorne's Castle in the Air: Form and 
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repeated experience is one of exile and dispersion from a number of tem

porary homes."'*' Hawthorne seemed never to be permanently housed any

where, and he seemed to be seeking permanence and a home. He was 

carefully observant of houses, as his notebooks show, and he recorded 

stories of old houses and their inhabitants. He was especially alert to 

ostentation and fond of contrasting pretense with decay and ruin: 

The arms of the Pepperell family were displayed over the 
door of every room in Sir William's house, and his crest on 
every door. In Colonel Sparhawk's house, there were forty 
portraits, most of them whole lengths. The house, built for 
Sir William's son, was occupied as barracks during the revo
lution, and much injured; a few years after the peace, it 
was blown down by a violent tempest; and finally no vestige 
of it was left, but only a summer-house and the family tomb.^ 

Similarly, Hawthorne often moralized about "the result of Ameri

can schemes of aristocracy." Describing another old mansion, he says 

"It is not forty years, since this house was built, and Knox was in his 

glory; but now the house is all in decay, while, within a stone's throw 

of it, is a street of neat, smart, white edifices of one and two sto-

3 
ries, occupied chiefly by thriving mechanics." 

The fall of the great and proud, a theme which interested 

Hawthorne from both a democratic and moral point of view, was also exem

plified by the histories of old houses: 

Theme in The House of the Seven Gables." ELH. 38 (1971) , 295. 

1. Edgar Dryden, Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Poetics of Enchant
ment (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), p. 147. 

2. Nathaniel Hawthorne, The American Notebooks by Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, ed. Randall Stewart (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1932), p. 94. 

3. Hawthorne, Am. Notebooks, p. 23. 
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t 
Sir William had built an elegant house for his son and his in
tended wife; but after the death of the former, he never en
tered it. He lost his cheerfulness and social qualities, and 
gave up intercourse with people, except on business. Very 
anxious to secure his property to his descendants, by the pro
visions of his will, which was drawn up by Judge Sewell, then 
a young lawyer. Yet the Judge lived to see two of Sir William's 
grandchildren so reduced, that they were to have been numbered 
among the town's poor, and were rescued from this fate by pri
vate charity. 

I will quote at length one final passage from the notebooks 

which seems to bring together many of Hawthorne's feelings about houses. 

He describes here not an old, decaying mansion, but a contemporary house 

which had not been finished. It will never be a home; the descendants 

of the family will remain homeless. :lt will become a ruin and a dis

grace without ever even fulfilling its purpose of gratifying the pride 

of an aristocrat: 

. . . this new palace, with all the fresh dust of the stone-
cutting and the freshness of the quarry about, conveys an 
impression quite as sad as could be produced by the most 
venerable ruin in Old England. The profector [sic] has un
dertaken a business beyond his proper means, and unsuited 
to the situation of our country. ... He is hard pressed 
for money; and the new house is at a stand-still, for want 
of funds. Should he ever finish it, it will be too splendid 
a residence for his impaired fortunes; and when his estate 
shall be divided among his children, this mansion, estimated 
at its cost will be more than the share of any one of them, 
leaving nothing to support the expenses of such a style of 
living. This subject offers hints of copious reflection, in 
reference to the indulgence of aristocratic pomp among demo
cratic institutions. The doorway and lofty windows of the 
house were closed up with rough boards, except the windows 
of one or two chambers, which appeared to be furnished, prob
ably for the residence of Mr. Gardiner's son, who must feel 
somewhat melancholy, amid the abortive effort of his father's 
vanity. The old gentleman—nor the young one for that 

1. Hawthorne, Am. Notebooks, p. 94. 
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matter—will never enjoy a single thrill of exultation within 
those spacious halls; on the contrary, it must already have 
become a humiliating and hateful idea to him; it has rendered 
him an object of pity to the public; and this edifice is 
likely to be known by the name of Gardiner's Folly, for cen
turies to come.^ 

As one of Hawthorne's biographers, H. H. Hoeltje, points out, an 

interest in inheritance and estates came naturally to Hawthorne: like 

the Pyncheons in The House of the Seven Gables, the Hawthornes treasured 

1 2 a family tradition of entitlement to vast tracts of land in Maine. 

Hoeltje says, "... The House of the Seven Gables was natural for 

Hawthorne to write because the elements of the plot were so inextricably 

O 
intertwined with the lives of his ancestors." But Hawthorne was a 

great democrat and saw time as a leveling force which consistently dis

appointed those who took pride in their ancestry and ancestral homes. 

Randall Stewart, editor of Hawthorne's American Notebooks, says: 

This theme may be stated as the baneful influence of the past 
as represented by family traditions and by old houses which 
have been inhabited by one family during successive generations. 

Hawthorne points out repeatedly in the notebooks the de
cline of family fortunes, the frustration of the attempt of a 
progenitor to secure an estate to his posterity, and the dec
adence of descendants whose sustenance is pride of ancestry.^ 

1. Hawthorne, Am. Notebooks, pp. 8-9. 

2. H. H. Hoeltje, Inward Sky: The Mind and Heart of Nathaniel 
Hawthorne (Durham: Duke University Press, 1962), p. 345. 

3. Hoeltje, p. 345. 

4. Randall Stewart, "Introduction," The American Notebooks by 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. Randall Stewart (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1932), pp. lxxvi-lxxvii. 
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Stewart says Hawthorne saw rotten old mansions as "physical evidence of 

the decline of aristocratic families.""'" 

The house effectively serves as a fictional symbol of Hawthorne's 

greatest interests. For many reasons, such as his own uncomfortable 

homelessness and his most important themes—pride, the past, inheritance, 

isolation—Hawthorne is concerned with the house. In addition, we re

member that Hawthorne searched, while writing his fiction, for a "neu

tral territory" between the actual and the imaginary to use as a setting 

for his tales. He often uses a setting in nature, as in "The Hollow of 

the Three Hills" or the forest in The Scarlet Letter, but more often he 

uses the house as container for the imaginary, for the elusive past, for 

the relative moment of personal time. The Hawthorne character, then, 

existing in this actual, physical house, encompassed by the past and the 

imaginary, has perhaps found this delicate neutral territory. 

Dickens, like Hawthorne, led a life of restless homelessness. 

When he was a child, his family moved from Portsea to Chatham to St. 

Mary's Place in London, to Bayham St., Camden Town, to Gower St., to the 

Marshalsea Prison, to Somers Town. We know from Dickens' biographers 

that there were two major incidents in his childhood relating to houses. 

When he was very young, he greatly admired Gadshill Place, as Forster 

tells us: 

\ 

The house called Gadshill-place stands on the strip of high
est ground in the main road between Rochester and Gravesend. 
Very often had we travelled past it together, many years be
fore it became his home; and never without some allusion to 

1. Stewart, "Intro." to Am. Notebooks, p. lxxix. 
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what he told me when first I saw it in his company, that amid 
the recollections connected with his childhood it held always 
a prominent place, for, upon first seeing it as he came from 
Chatham with his father, and looking up at it with much ad
miration, he had been promised that he might himself live in 
it or in some such house when he came to be a man, if he 
would only work hard enough. Which for a long time was his 
ambition.^ 

The second incident, of course, is the family's residence at the Mar-

shalsea Prison, which humiliated the young boy. In his autobiographical 

fragment, Dickens tells of becoming ill at the blacking factory and of 

Bob Fagin's wishing to see him home: 

I was too proud to let him know about the prison; and after 
making several efforts to get rid of him, . . . shook hands 
with him on the steps of a house near Southwark-bridge on 
the Surrey side, making believe that I lived there. As a 
finishing piece of reality in case of his looking back, I 
knocked at the door, I recollect, and asked, when the woman 
opened it, if that was Mr. Robert Fagin's house.2 

These two experiences with houses are decisive, and they haunted Dickens 

for the rest of his life. The Marshalsea Prison and blacking warehouse 

appear in various forms in many of Dickens's novels, and he did work 

hard enough to be able, at last, to purchase Gadshill Place. 

Tracing Dickens's travels and moves from house to house as an 

adult points up Dickens's restlessness, homelessness, and inability to 

settle anywhere for long. Forster details Dickens's moves from house to 

1. John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, I (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1899), p. 6. 

2. J. Forster, I, p. 32. 
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house with his growing family, ending finally with the purchase of Gads-

hill Place.1 

Yet Dickens rarely settled in his houses; he often roamed the 

London streets at night rather than sleep at home. The sketch "Night 

Walks" from The Uncommercial Traveller describes these walks, and the 

persona says that in his sleepless nights he finished his education "in 

2 a fair amateur experience of houselessness." He refers to himself as 

"Houselessness" and says that when London would "sink to rest . . . the 

yearning of the houseless mind would be for any sign of company, any 

lighted place, any movement, anything suggestive of any one being up,— 

nay, even so much as awake, for the houseless eye looked out for lights 

3 in windows." He studies all the varieties of houselessness the London 

streets can offer and finally concludes: 

And it is not . . . the least wonderful thing in London, that, 
in the real desert region of the night, the houseless wanderer 
is alone there. I knew well enough where to find Vice and 
Misfortune of all kinds, if I had chosen: but they were put 
out of sight, and my houselessness had many miles upon miles 
of streets in which it could and did have its own solitary 
way.^ 

Finally, Dickens's concern with houses shows up in the few notes 

he left for stories and novels: "Beginning with the breaking up of a 

1. J. Forster, II, pp. 260-65. As Forster's excerpts from 
Dickens's letters show, Dickens was almost obsessively concerned with 
every small detail in his houses. 

2. Charles Dickens, The Uncommercial Traveller (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1958), p. 127. 

3. Dickens, Traveller, p. 128. 

4. Dickens, Traveller, p. 135. 



large party of guests at a country house: house left lonely with the 

shrunken family in it. . . . Or, beginning with a house abandoned by a 

family fallen into reduced circumstances. Their old furniture there, 

and numberless tokens of their old comforts.""'" "The swell establish

ment, frightfully mean and miserable in all but the reception rooms. 

2 Those very showy." 

Dickens was, from childhood, greatly concerned about the houses 

he inhabited and the house he would like to live in, at the same time 

often feeling houseless. No doubt houses play so prominent a part in 

his fiction because of his personal concern with his own houses. He 

clearly saw the house as an important extension of the self. 

Like Hawthorne and Dickens, Henry James has a deep concern with 

houses which we can, perhaps, trace to his childhood experiences in 

them. In his autobiographical A Small Boy and Others he writes of cer

tain notable houses from his childhood. He vividly remembers his grand

mother's house, which he uses later as the Albany house in The Portrait 

of a Lady. He remembers his childhood as "tasting above all of a big 

much-shaded savoury house in which a softly-sighing widowed grandmother 

. . . dispensed an hospitality seemingly as joyless as it was certainly 

O 
boundless." He says that in his autobiography he is trying to recap

ture the past: "To knock at the door of the past was in a word to see 

1. J. Forster, II, p. 375. 

2. J. Forster, II, p. 383. 

3. Henry James, A Small Boy and Others (New York: Scribner, 
1913), p. 4. 
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it open to me quite wide—to see the world within begin to 'compose' 

with a grace of its own round the primary figure, see it people itself 

vividly and insistently."''" He continues: "... I struggle under the 

drawback, innate and inbred, of seeing the whole content of memory and 

affection in each enacted and recovered moment, as who should say, in 

the vivid image and the very scene; the light of the only terms in which 

2 life has treated me to experience." And much of his recounting of his 

3 past is in terras of houses from childhood. He says that in "the old 

house of the picture-books and the custards and the domestic situation 

... I disengaged, by a mere identification of obscured window and pro

faned portico, a whole chapter of history. . . .As James tells us, 

his family moved from house to house in America, and among houses and 

hotels in their travels to Europe. He says it was "so entrancing an in

terest" to be a "hotel child" that he never wished to trade places with 

any other child.^ As an adult he lived in various houses in Europe be

fore he settled at Lamb House, Rye, in 1897 and became devoted to his 

home.^ 

1. James, Small Boy, p. 2. 

2. James, Small Boy, p. 3. 

3. See James, Small Boy, pp. 12, 14, 53, 66, 97, 177, 245. 

4. James, Small Boy, p. 96. 

5. James, Small Boy, p. 30. 

6. See H. Montgomery Hyde, Henry James at Home (London: Methuan, 
1969) for details of James' years at Lamb House. 
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James remembers his own past in terms of houses, and he also 

tends to see history and time in terms of architecture. In one of his 

prefaces James says, "I delight in a palpable imaginable visitable 

past. . . . It is this sense of the past, this visitable past, which 

James often tries to create. In doing so, he frequently relies on the 

house, since the house can be a tangible, visitable representation of 

the past. In his book on Hawthorne, James gives his famous list of the 

things America lacks: . .no palaces, no castles, nor manors, nor 

old countryhouses, nor parsonages, nor thatched cottages, nor ivied ru-

2 
ins; no cathedrals, nor abbeys, nor little Norman churches. ..." He 

is saying that America lacks the essence of the past which is so vital 

to the nourishment of the artistic imagination, but his catalog is a 

list of buildings which, to James, embody the past. 

James consistently uses architectural imagery throughout his 

work. In A Small Boy and Others he speaks of "the ragbag of memory hung 

3 
on its nail in my closet," the "dusty chamber of youth," and "the house 

4 of life in which such chambers still hold out. Even more important, 

however, in his discussions of fiction, with his emphasis on form, struc

ture, and arrangement, he frequently turns to architectural imagery. He 

1. Henry James, The Art of the Novel, ed. R. P. Blackmur (New 
York: Scribner, 1934), p. 164. 

2. Henry James, Hawthorne (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1966), p. 34. 

3. James, Small Boy, p. 69. 

4. James, Small Boy, p. 118. 
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writes in the preface to The Portrait of Lady about building a novel 

like a house around Isabel Archer: "It came to be a square and spacious 

house—or has at least seemed so to me in this going over it again; but, 

such as it is, it had to be put up around my young woman while she stood 

there in perfect isolation."^ 

In the same preface he uses his famous house of fiction metaphor: 

The house of fiction has in short not one window, but a 
million—a number of possible windows not to be reckoned, 
rather; every one of which has been pierced, or is still 
pierceable, in its vast front, by the need of the individual 
vision and by the pressure of the individual will. . . . They 
are but windows at the best, mere holes in a dead wall, dis
connected, perched aloft; they are not hinged doors opening 
straight upon life. But they have this mark of their own that 
at each of them stands a figure with a pair of eyes, or at 
least with a fieldglass, which forms, again and again, for 
observation, a unique instrument, insuring to the person mak
ing use of it an impression distinct from every other. . . . 
The spreading field, the human scene, is the "choice of sub
ject"; the pierced aperture, either broad or balconied or 
slit-like and low-browed, is the "literary form"; but they 
are singly or together, as nothing without the posted pres
ence of the watcher—without, in other words, the conscious-
ness of the artist. 

James seems to take the architecture of the house beyond the point of 

Hawthorne and Dickens. Not only is the house a symbol of the past, it 

is the whole structure of fiction. 

All three of these authors are deeply concerned with the past. 

What Georges Poulet suggests about James applies to Hawthorne and 

Dickens as well: "... the past for James is always present, always 

1. James, Art, p. 48. 

2. James, Art, p. 46. 



spreading out like a drop of oil upon consciousness; so much so that, in 

the final analysis, the great problem for James is not remembering but, 

on the contrary, disencumbering his thought by forgetting.11"'' These au

thors tried, as Buckley thinks the other artists of the nineteenth cen

tury tried, "to place the changeful self in the perspective of its 

origins and accordingly to realize a sense of stability in a turning 

2 
world and, at best, the imperturbable strength of acceptance. ..." 

In addition, Buckley adds, "The meaning of the past remembered lay in 

O 
its power to enhance the quality of life in the all-demanding present." 

But it was not mere dissatisfaction with the present or a desire to en

hance the present that made Hawthorne, Dickens, and James look back into 

the past. They were also trying to make some sense of the chaos of the 

past. Hawthorne felt the past was essentially unknowable unless the 

artist could recreate it out of conflicting and contradictory scraps of 

legend and tradition. Dickens turned to the past because he felt it 

could clarify the secret and hidden relationships between people and 

events. James studied the past as a way of ordering one's own con

sciousness. Knowing about the past aided in the formation of one's 

identity. 

In this dissertation I emphasize the private or personal past 

rather than the public or national or historical past, because in the 

1. George Poulet, Studies in Human Time, trans. Elliott 
Coleman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1956), p. 350. 

2. Buckley, p. 97. 

3. Buckley, p. 115. 



works of the authors I study here, the historical past often seems sub

ordinate. Most often the house of the past is intimate, personal space, 

and the author's concern is mainly with the individual character's past. 

However, there are instances in the works I study here when the house of 

the past is a national institution. Hawthorne's Province House in "Leg

ends of the Province House" is a public tavern, and Braithwaite Hall in 

Doctor Grimshawe's Secret is a manor house in England. Dickens shows, 

in the cases of Chesney Wold, Tom-all-Alone's, and the Marshalsea Prison, 

how the private house can be a national disgrace. Bleak House also was 

originally ruined by Chancery, a public abomination. In Jame's The Por

trait of a Lady Osmond's Plaza Roccanera is a famous old house, a tour

ist attraction mentioned in Murray. Still, in all these cases, the 

authors subordinate the long historical past, using it as a background 

for the character's confrontation with his own past. I will focus on 

this personal past in relation to the house because that seems consis

tently to be the authors' own emphasis. 

There are three major chapters and a short conclusion to the 

dissertation. In Chapter II, I establish certain houses in the novels 

and short stories as houses of the past. Of course, not all fictional 

houses are houses of the past, and my attempt in the second chapter is 

to define and analyze just what makes the past alive and powerful in 

certain houses, just what makes the time there compressed and arbitrary. 

In Chapter III, I examine the way the house of the past functions in the 

present time of the novel. The house of the past vividly demonstrates 

the power the past wields over the present, and the house symbolic-s 



the spiritual state of its inhabitants. As Bachelard states, "On what

ever theoretical horizon we examine it, the house image would appear to 

have become the topography of our intimate being.He says also, 

". . . there is ground for taking the house as a tool for analysis of 

9 
the human soul." In Chapter IV, I study the resolutions of the novels, 

the fate of the houses of the past, and the characters' final relation

ship with their houses in order to see what each of the three authors 

finally says about the characters' relations to the past. In the brief 

conclusion, I attempt to place the authors back into their nineteenth-

century context and the houses back into literary and symbolic 

perspective. 

1. Bachelard, Space, p. xxxii. 

2. Bachelard, Space, p. xxxiii. 



CHAPTER II 

THE HOUSE OF THE PAST 

In the fiction of Hawthorne, Dickens, and James, the past, in

tensely localized and unusually alive, pervades and lingers in some 

houses. These houses contain what Gaston Bachelard calls "compressed 

time."''" It is the localization of memory in the house, Bachelard in

sists, which allows the past to intrude forcibly into the present. 

"Memories are motionless," he continues, "and the more securely they are 

O 
fixed in space, the sounder they are." Certain old houses become what 

I will call houses of the imagined past because the characters who live 

in them compress and warp time in their memories and firmly fix time in 

the space they inhabit. 

A Name, a History, 
and Some Old Furniture 

The house of the past must have, first of all, "a name and a 

O 
history," in James's phrase. With very few exceptions the house of the 

past is a large and prominent house, and as James suggests, its history 

links it to the past. Generally, the appearance of the house is less 

1. Bachelard, Space, p. 8. 

2. Bachelard, Space, p. 9. 

3. Henry James, The Portrait of &_ Lady, in The Novels and Tales 
of Henry James, II and III (New York: Scribner, 1908), I, p. 2. All 
further references to this work appear in the text in the following 
form: (PL, I, p. 2). 

22 
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important to the work of fiction than the history of the house, but the 

authors often describe the houses with loving detail, as James describes 

Gardencourt: "A long gabled front of red brick, with the complexion of 

which time and the weather had played all sorts of pictorial tricks, 

only, however, to improve and refine it, presented to the lawn its 

patches of ivy, its clustered chimneys, its windows smothered in creep

ers" (PL, I, p. 2). Similarly, Hawthorne lavishes details on his de

scription of the House of the Seven Gables, pointing out the gables, 

lattices, spiral iron rods, quaint figures in the plaster, and so forth.^ 

Then there is Dickens's justly famous description of Satis House, where 

"every discernible thing in it was covered with dust and mould, and 

dropping to pieces." Just as an author spends a great deal of space 

developing important characters, in works where the old houses play cen

tral roles, the houses are described in great detail. 

When a house represents or contains the past, the writer thor

oughly details the history of the house, too. Hawthorne spends the 

entire first chapter of The House of the Seven Gables explaining the his

tory of the Pyncheon house and the old Colonel's fierce drive "to erect 

a family mansion—spacious, ponderously framed of oaken timber, and cal

culated to endure for many generations of his posterity" (H7G, pp. 8-9). 

1. Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of the Seven Gables, Norton 
Critical Edition, ed. Seymour L. Gross (New York: Norton, 1967), pp. 
11-2. All further references to this work appear in the text in the 
following form: (H7G, pp. 11-2). 

2. Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, in The New Oxford Il
lustrated Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1953), p. 78. All 
further references to this work appear in the text in the following 
form: (GE, p. 78). 
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After a lengthy narration of the struggle between Pyncheon and Maule, 

Hawthorne concludes: 

Thus the great house was built. Familiar ... it stands 
in the writer's recollection,—for it has been an object of 
curiosity with him from boyhood, both as a specimen of the 
best and stateliest architecture of a long-past epoch, and as 
the scene of events more full of human interest, perhaps, 
than those of a gray feudal castle. . . . (H7G, p. 10) 

This conclusion to the history of the house, of course, points to 

Hawthorne's purpose, the exploration of events "full of human interest," 

but he clearly shows that the history of the house must be known before 

the human events of his story can be fully understood. 

In Great Expectations, the history of Satis House adds dimension 

to Miss Havisham's suffering there. The name of the house "meant, when 

it was given, that whoever had this house, could want nothing else" (GE, 

p. 51), but the owners of the house have always been dissatisfied and 

miserable. The reader learns the irony of the name of the house when he 

learns of Miss Havisham's disappointment on her wedding day. As Herbert 

explains to Pip, Miss Havisham stopped all the clocks, and "When she re

covered from a bad illness that she had, she laid the whole place waste, 

as you have seen it, and she has never since looked upon the light of 

day" (GE, p. 172). For the first time in the novel, Pip gets a glance 

at the true nature of Satis House when he hears Herbert's explanation. 

The history of the house of the past Isabel Archer inhabits in 

Rome suggests the mental violence Isabel has to endure from Osmond. 

Plaza Roccanera, James explains, is "a kind of domestic fortress, a pile 

which bore a stern old Roman name, which smelt of historic deeds, of 
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crime and craft and violence, which was mentioned in 'Murray' and vis

ited by tourists who looked, on a vague survey, disappointed and de

pressed. . . (PL, II, p. 100). In Dickens's Little Dorrit, Arthur 

Clennam reveals part of the history of the dark house in which his moth

er lives when he explains that in his father's time . . it was a 

place of business. . . . Now, it is a mere anomaly and incongruity here, 

out of date and out of purpose.But Blandois's discovery, the real 

"history of this house" (LP, p. 771), explains the mysteries of the nov

el and the motivations of Mrs. Clennam. The house of the past in fic

tion always has a history which is integral to the structure of the 

work, and the house itself is often the center of most of the action. 

Although most novels and stories dealing with the house of the 

past contain only one or two major houses, Dickens's Bleak House con

tains an extraordinary number. First introduced is the Dedlocks' an

cestral home, where "there is a general smell and taste of the ancient 

2 Dedlocks in their graves." Chesney Wold is "beautiful and grave" (BH, 

p. 514), but the appearance and smell of the house suggest "that the 

dead and buried Dedlocks walk there, in the long nights, and leave the 

flavor of their graves behind them" (BH, p. 401). 

1. Charles Dickens, Little Dorrit, in The New Oxford Illustrated 
Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1953), p. 46. All further 
references to this work appear in the text in the following form: (LP, 
p. 46). 

2. Charles Pickens, Bleak House, in The New Oxford Illustrated 
Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 9. All further 
references to this work appear in the text in the following form: (BH, 
p. 9). 
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Next we enter Krook's rag and bottle shop, the littered and 

filthy repository of all kinds of remnants of the past—bottles, bones, 

rags, dishes, and most important, documents: "A little way within the 

shop-door, lay heaps of old crackled parchment scrolls, and discoloured 

and dog's-eared law-papers" (BH, p. 50). These documents, of course, 

contain the solutions to the mysteries of the novel. They link Krook's 

vile shop to the decaying Chesney Wold and to the other houses of the 

past in the book. 

Bleak House itself was a miserable house of the past until John 

Jarndyce inherited it: 

It had been called, before [Tom Jarndyce's] time, the 
Peaks. He gave it its present name, and lived here shut up: 
day and night poring over the wicked heaps of papers in the 
suit, and hoping against hope to disentangle it from its mys
tification and bring it to a close. In the meantime, the 
place became dilapidated, the wind whistled through the 
cracked walls, the rain fell through the broken roof, the 
weeds choked the passage to the rotting door. When I 
brought what remained of him home here, the brains seemed 
to me to have been blown out of the house too; it was so 
shattered and ruined. (BH, p. 96) 

John Jarndyce does his best to recover the house and make it pleasant by 

taking the past for granted (BH, p. 61) and ignoring Chancery, but as he 

explains to Esther: 

There is, in that city of London there, some property of ours, 
which is much at this day what Bleak House was then. ... It 
is a street of perishing blind houses, with their eyes stoned 
out; without a pane of glass, without so much as a window-
frame, with the bare blank shutters tumbling from their hinges 
and falling asunder; the iron rails peeling away in flakes of 
rust; the chimneys sinking in; the stone steps to every door 
(and every door might be Death's Door) turning stagnant green; 
the very crutches on which the ruins are propped, decaying. 
(BH, pp. 96-7) 
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All these bleak houses are houses of the past. And it is 

Krook's shop which explains why, which links them all, which contains 

the secrets or tells the history, which explains the concerns and be

havior of all the characters. The patterns and importance of houses of 

the past in Bleak House are the same as in the other novels, but Dickens 

deals with the problems of the past on a grand scale in this work. He 

calls Bleak House "one of those delightfully irregular houses" which 

contain many rooms and "a bountiful provision of little halls" (BH, p. 

65). The house from which the novel derives its title thus suggests 

the structure of the whole—a "pleasantly irregular" novel containing 

many characters and subplots to be found "in unexpected places," and 

"crooked steps that branched off in an unexpected manner from the stairs, 

[where] you lost yourself in passages. . . ." (BH, pp. 65-6). 

Hawthorne suggests much the same principle in The House of the 

Seven Gables: 

But as for the old structure of our story, its white-oak frame, 
and its boards, shingles, and crumbling plaster, and even the 
huge, clustered chimney in the midst, seemed to constitute 
only the least and meanest part of its reality. So much of 
mankind's varied experience had passed there,—so much had 
been suffered, and something, too, enjoyed,—that the very 
timbers were oozy, as with the moisture of a heart. It was 
itself like a great human heart, with a life of its own, and 
full of rich and sombre reminiscences. (H7G, p. 27) 

Hawthorne presents a number of important ideas in this passage. First, 

the fact of the house is central to the work; the plot is structured 

around the house. But the house itself suggests a structure for the fic

tion. That is, as James's House of Fiction metaphor suggests, as 



Dickens hints in the passages quoted above, and as the titles of The 

House of the Seven Gables and Bleak House imply, the form of the house 

symbolizes or parallels the structure of the fiction. The second point 

Hawthorne stresses in this passage is that "mankind's varied experience" 

as contained in the house is his real interest. Third, Hawthorne says 

the house has "a life of its own" full of memories. These memories 

firmly fix the past in space and make the house into a house of the 

past. 

In furnishing their fictional houses of the past, all three au

thors draw on the Gothic tradition for what Clark Griffith calls "time 

images"^ which represent the past and make the house of the past "a 

r\ 

museum of held reverberations." These "time images" are used to evoke 

certain stock responses, especially a recognition of the age of the rel

ics and their connection with former times. As James suggests, one's 

sense of time is changed in the contemplation of old relics: "As the 

house was his house, so the time, as it sank into him, was his time. It 

sank into him as he sat in the handsome chairs, specimens surely of 

price, as he figured the fineness of inlaid tables, rejoicing in the 

form of panels and pilasters and pronouncing the whole scene inimitably 

'quiet'" (SP, pp. 66-7). In other words, the fact that these relics 

1. Clark Griffith, "Substance and Shadow: Language and Meaning 
in The House of the Seven Gables," Modern Philology, 51 (1954), 189. 

2. Henry James, The Sense of the Past, in The Novels and Tales 
of Henry James, XXVIII (New York: Scribner, 1917), pp. 67-8. All fur
ther references to this work appear in the text in the following form: 
(SP, pp. 67-8). 
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have survived from the past points out a continuity from past to present 

and makes the past seem more immediate and accessible. The old chairs, 

tables, portraits, and mirrors make the houses, as R. H. Fossum says 

about Hawthorne's House of the Seven Gables, "the perpetuated substance 

of the past."^ As James says in The Sense of the Past, the furnishings 

of the houses are "charged with accumulated messages" from the past (SP, 

p. 66) . 

All three authors, like Walpole in The Castle of Otranco, use 

the device of the living portrait in the house of the past to hint at the 

idea that the past literally lives in the present. In Hawthorne's The 

House of the Seven Gables, the portrait of the old Colonel broods evilly 

over the dark parlor of the house (H7G, p. 21). Hawthorne also uses a 

mirror from which comes at midnight the procession of dead Pyncheons 

(H7G, p. 279) and from which the Maules can summon the unhappy Pyncheons, 

"not as they had shown themselves to the world nor in their better and 

happier hours, but as doing over again some deed of sin, or in the crisis 

of life's bitterest sorrow" (H7G, p. 21). These grim scenes of brooding 

and mourning substantiate the "dreary and proud" Pyncheon view of his

tory (H7G, p. 82). The mirror and the portrait are such powerful relics 

from the past that in them the past as the Pyncheons interpret it liter

ally lives. 

In Dickens's Bleak House the Dedlock family portraits stare and 

frown from the walls of Chesney Wold. Sometimes, says Dickens, "the 

1. Robert H. Fossum, Hawthorne's Inviolable Circle: The Prob
lem of Time (Deland, Fla.: Everett, Edwards, 1972), p. 131. 
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Dedlocks of the past doze in their picture frames" (BH, p. 650). At 

other times they are considerably more lively: 

A dense Justice in a corner is beguiled into a wink. A staring 
Baronet, with a truncheon, gets a dimple in his chin. Down in
to the bosom of a stony shepherdess there steals a fleck of 
light and warmth, that would have done it good, a hundred years 
ago. One ancestress of Volumnia, in high-heeled shoes, very 
like her—casting the shadow of that virgin event before her 
full two centuries—shoots out into a halo and becomes a 
saint. A maid of honour of the court of Charles the Second, 
with large round eyes (and other charms to correspond), seems 
to bathe in glowing water, and it ripples as it glows. (BH, 
pp. 563-4) 

These living ancestral portraits and Dickens's use of the present tense 

to describe them suggest the life and vitality of the past in Chesney 

Wold. The Dedlocks value the past so much that it lives at their ances

tral home. 

The most unusual living portrait of all is found in James's The 

Sense of the Past. This portrait depicts a young man "who simply ap

peared to have sought to ignore our friend's appeal by turning away his 

face" (SP, p. 73). "The gentleman in question here had turned his back, 

and for all the world as if he had turned it within the picture" (SP, p. 

74). Ralph is sure that "His companion on the wall indescribably lived, 

and yet lived only to cheat him. . . . [pjainted as people are always 

painted, the subject would have had something to say to him" (SP, p. 76). 

The young man, as passionately interested in the future as Ralph Pendrel 

is in the past, steps down from the portrait and trades lives with Ralph, 

allowing Ralph to go and live in the past he imagines he loves. 

Another gothic device all three authors use to show the inter-

penetration of past and present in the houses is the document or 



treasure concealed in the house. Seeking the treasures of the past, the 

characters warp time and try to bring the past into the present. In 

"Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure" Peter tears his house down plank by plank 

to find a hidden treasure. In The House of the Seven Gables all the 

generations of Pyncheons have believed in and have searched the house for 

the treasure, a deed to vast tracts of land in Maine.. The tradition of 

the claim, Hawthorne says, was part of the Pyncheon legacy and encour

aged "an absurb delusion of family importance" (H7G, p. 19). In addi

tion, Hepzibah also tells Phoebe "that there was undoubtedly an immense 

treasure of English guineas hidden somewhere about the house, or in the 

cellar, or possibly in the garden (H7G, p. 83). Roy Male calls? the 

House of the Seven Gables the "womb of time," the "repository of the 

word" since it contains letters, parchments, and documents from the 

past.^" The young hero in Doctor Grimshawe's Secret carries the key he 

hopes will lead to documents proving his claim to an English estate. 

These words from the past, deposited in the house, serve as the focus 

for the past. They intensify and localize the past in the houses of the 

past because the characters search for them, but also because they are 

messages which bring the past into the present. 

The documents in Dickens's houses also keep the past alive as 

the characters focus their lives around them, warping and compressing 

time. The letter from Compeyson makes Miss Havisham stop the clocks in 

Satis House and attempt to stop the passage of time. In Bleak House the 

1. Roy R. Male, Jr., Hawthorne's Tragic Vision (Austin: Uni
versity of Texas Press, 1957), p. 125. 



letters and will in Krook's shop, another "repository of the word," con

tain the answers to all the mysteries of the novel, iiysteries which have 

caused the characters to probe and dig into the past. In Little Dorrit, 

too, there is a lost will, believed by Mrs. Clennam to have been de

stroyed, but preserved by Flintwinch and discovered by Blandois, who 

confronts Mrs. Clennam with what he calls "the history of this house" 

(LP, p. 771). As Arthur Clennam sees: "At the heart of [the house] his 

mother presided, inflexible of face, indomitable of will, firmly holding 

all the secrets of her own and his father's life, and austerely opposing 

herself, front to front, to the great final secret of all life" (LP, p. 

542). What J. Hillis Miller says about the houses in Bleak House is 

true of Pickens's other houses of the past as well, namely that "the 

present is not really something isolated and without engagement in the 

past, but is the preservation of the past and its continuation in the 

present. 

Like the houses of Hawthorne and Pickens, the houses of James 

conceal treasures. Ralph Pendrel inherits "the silent secrets" (SP, p. 

45) of his uncle's house in London. For the most part, however, James's 

treasures are different from Hawthorne's or Pickens's: they involve 

other kinds of self-knowledge than those which money or documents can 

bring. There is no hidden will or ancestral treasure in the house on 

the jolly corner, for example. In fact, instead of filling the house 

with magic mirrors, old chairs, and locked cabinets, James leaves the 

1. J. Hillis Miller, Charles Pickens: The World of His Novels 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), p. 198. 
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house eerily, frighteningly empty, except for Brydon and the ghost. For 

Brydon, however, the house is not empty: "For ire it is^ lived in. For 

me it i£ furnished.""'" At night he stalks the house which his memory has 

filled to find answers to deep questions he has about himself. In The 

Sense of the Past and The Spoils of Poynton, also, the tangible treasures 

in the houses, with their "held reverberations" of the past (SP, p. 68) 

are less important than the self-knowledge Ralph Pendrel and Fleda Vetch 

gain. Of course, Ralph Pendrel haunts his own house: "It was for the 

old ghosts to take him as one of themselves" (SP, p. 50). The ghost in 

the haunted house is himself. The secrets he discovers bring self-

knowledge. 

Fragmentation in the House 

James never turns away from gothic devices and themes, as a look 

at the dates of "The Jolly Corner" (1908) and The Sense of the Past 

(1916) shows, but as Darlene Unrue and Martha Banta both demonstrate, it 

2 is the psychology of the gothic which most interests James. "The Great 

O 
Extension" Banta writes about is the extension of consciousness. Thus 

the ghosts in James's later fiction, beginning perhaps with The Portrait 

1. Henry James, "The Jolly Corner", in "The Altar of the Dead," 
"The Beast in the Jungle," "The Birthplace," and Other Tales, in The 
Novels and Tales of Henry James, XVII (New York: Scribner, 1909), p. 
447. All further references to this work appear in the text in the fol
lowing form: ("JC," p. 447). 

2. Darlene H. Unrue, "Henry James and Gothic Romance," DAI, 
32/07-A (1971), 4028 (Ohio State University); Martha Banta, Henry James 
and the Occult: The Great Extension (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1972), p. 80. 

3. Banta, p. 4. 



of £i Lady, become extensions of a character's psyche. For example, 

Isabel Archer, who comes from a double or divided house in Albany (PL, 

I, p. 27), confronts the ghost of her own suffering and experience at 

the end of the novel; Ralph Pendrel meets himself in the old London 

house. J. H. Raleigh feels that since James was pre-Freudian, his as

sumptions about consciousness prevent any ultimate realization of depth 

psychology, "So in 'The Jolly Corner' and The Sense of the Past the al

ter egos have to be actually objectified and placed in other bodies 

rather than erupting from within the protagonist himself, as in Freudian 

psychology."^ What seems most significant here is that it is the house 

of the past which contains both halves of the fragmented ego. The house 

is the scene for the meeting between the two parts of the ego who have 

been seeking each other and who meet with a shock of recognition. 

The character who lives in or returns to the house of his imag

ined past generally feels fragmented and incomplete. He has not fully 

understood or accepted his past, and he is seeking a spiritual integra

tion. Hawthorne's Peter Goldthwaite and Hepzibah Pyncheon, for example, 

in searching for the treasures in their houses, discover the foolishness 

of their dreams about the past. We may even say that the grim and dig

nified ghosts which haunt the House of the Seven Gables are, like James's 

ghosts, extensions of the characters' psyche. They substantiate the 

somber, self-important view the Pyncheons hold of their own past. The 

House of the Seven Gables contains the Pyncheon family, who are all 

1. J. H. Raleigh, "Henry James: The Poetics of Empiricism," in 
Henry James; Modern Judgments, ed. Tony Tanner (London: Kacmillan, 
1968), p. 63. 
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misfits in the present, and their fictional, historical projections of 

themselves. Ned Redclyffe in Doctor Grimshawe's Secret is another frag

mented character who creates his own version of the past. Ned is an or

phan who seeks a family past as well as an American who seeks a national 

past. For him the house of his imagined past, Braithwaite Hall, is the 

symbol of his entire identity. He turns out not to be the rightful 

heir—his reconstruction of the past was entirely incorrect—but he has 

imagined the house to be a symbol of unity and integration for himself. 

In the work of Dickens too, the ghosts in the houses of the 

imagined past are extensions of a character's psyche, and the house con

tains the parts of the fragmented self. The legend of the Ghost Walk at 

Chesney Wold tortures Lady Dedlock, the character who feels she is hid

ing the darkest secret. And when there really are steps on the Ghost 

Walk, foretelling disgrace to the family, the steps are those of Esther 

Summerson, Lady Dedlock's illegitimate daughter. Esther is a biological 

extension of Lady Dedlock, of course, but the idea and memory of Esther 

have long haunted Lady Dedlock's mind also. In Great Expectations, too, 

the houses contain parts of Pip's fragmented self. Many critics have 

pointed out that Orlick functions as a double for Pip,"^" which no doubt 

partially explains the appearance of Orlick at every house with which 

Pip is connected: the forge, Satis House, and his London chambers. In 

1. Julian Moynahan, "The Hero's Guilt: The Case of Great Ex
pectations," Essays in Criticism, 10 (1960), 70; Harry Stone, "Fire, 
Hand, and Gate: Dickens's Great Expectations," Kenyon Review, 24 (1962), 
670; David T. Thompson, Jr., "Pip: the Divided Self," Psychocultural 
Review, 1 (1977), 54; Karl P. Wentersdorf, "Mirror-Images in Great Ex
pectations," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 21 (1966), 210. 



Little Dorrit Arthur Clennam seeks the spiritual wholeness which only an 

encounter with the ghosts of his past can bring. At the beginning of 

the novel, returning to London and hearing the church bells, in "bitter

ness and mortification" Arthur relives "a long train of miserable Sun

days" in his imagination (LP, p. 30). He sees his childhood self reading 

tracts, attending church, or sitting imprisoned in the house. The fact 

that nothing has changed in his old house seems to make the past come 

alive: "'Nothing changed,1 said the traveller, stopping to look around. 

'Dark and miserable as ever. A light in my mother's window, which seems 

never to have been extinguished since I came home twice a year from 

school, and dragged my box over this pavement'" (LP, p. 31). At the end 

of this first evening at home, Arthur hears Mrs. Clennam read the Bible: 

"As she read on, years seemed to fall away from her son like the imagin

ings of a dream, and all the old dark horrors of his usual preparation 

for the sleep of an innocent child to overshadow him" (LP, pp. 35-6). 

Arthur keeps seeing different versions of himself in the house, includ

ing even the hopeful, boyish lover, because he has not yet understood 

and accepted his past. 

Dickens feels that a character, in order to function successful

ly in the present, must know his origins, remember the past without dis

tortion, and accept his own identity. Dickens, Hawthorne, and James all 

portray fragmented or spiritually divided characters who are seeking in

tegration. For all of them, the idea of spiritual wholeness or health 

means the ability to act in the present without being blinded or dis

tracted by the past. For all of them, a character who is obsessed with 



his own past cannot perform his responsibilities toward others, cannot 

offer understanding, love, and service to others. In Chapter IV, I will 

discuss the various forms the final integration of the fragmented self 

can take, but generally, whereas the spiritually healthy character is 

devoted to others, the fragmented character is obsessed with himself. 

The House of the Mind 

The gothic devices—mirrors, portraits, old furniture, treasures 

and ghosts—which all three authors use serve to connect the houses with 

the past. The relics and ghosts in the houses derive their effective

ness from the characters who endow them with meaning and importance. 

The ghosts haunt the characters' minds before they haunt the houses, and 

it is also the character who gives significance to the age of the furni

ture. In other words, the authors suggest that the past is a construct 

that the character builds with his memory and imagination inside the 

house. This construction in the mind makes the house of the past a 

"Fairy-land to visit, but a desert to live in" (BH, p. 11). As we begin 

to look closely at houses of the imagined past, the distinction between 

houses of the body and houses of the mind becomes blurred. In The House 

of the Seven Gables, for example, Hawthorne says of Hepzibah, "She had 

dwelt too much alone,—too long in the Pyncheon house,—until her very 

brain was impregnated with the dry-rot of its timbers" (H7G, p. 59). 

Hepzibah lives in "the poor, bare, melancholy chambers of her brain" 

(H7G, p. 65). James also blurs the distinction between house and mind 

when he reveals the nature of Isabel Archer's mental prison in Rome: 
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"It was the house of darkness, the house of dumbness, the house of suf

focation" (PL, II, p. 196). 

In many cases in the fiction of Hawthorne, Dickens, and James, 

characters and their houses resemble each other, and this adds to the 

confusion between house and self. In Tulkinghorn's apartment, for ex

ample, . . everything that can have a lock has got one; no key is 

visible" (BH, p. 131). Tulkinghorn's secrets are similarly locked in 

his mind. Dickens says of Tulkinghorn, "Like as he is to look at, so is 

his apartment. ..." (BH, p. 131). In Dombey and Son, Dombey is "as 

hard and cold as the weather" in his "black, cold rooms, [which] seemed 

to be in mourning like the inmates of the house.Mrs. Jellyby's house 

in Bleak House reflects the chaotic state of her mind and morals. And 

in Little Dorrit the Clennam house is described in the same terms as its 

inhabitant: "The debilitated old house in the city, wrapped in its man

tle of soot, and leaning heavily on the crutches that had partaken of 

its decay and worn out with it, never knew a healthy or a cheerful inter

val, let what would betide" (LP, p. 178). 

Dickens is not the only author to describe his houses and char

acters in similar terms. In The Portrait of a Lady Isabel is described 

as a house which Ralph circles and admires, but to which he has no key 

(PL, I, p. 87). In The House of the Seven Gables Jaffrey Pyncheon is 

described as a showy palace with a decaying corpse beneath the marble 

1. Charles Dickens, Dombey and Son, in The New Oxford Illus
trated Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1950), p. 52. All 
further references to this work appear in the text in the following 
form: (D&S, p. 52). 
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marble floor. The Judge has hidden his past crimes deep within his mind 

and has presented "a tall and stately edifice" of a life to the public 

(H7G, p. 229). Hawthorne concludes, "Here, then, we are to seek the true 

emblem of the man's character, and of the deed that gives whatever real

ity it possesses to his life" (H7G, p. 230). In other words, the secret 

hidden in the house of the imagined past is a secret of the mind. 

Thus, the character and his house merge and reflect each other 

because the life of the past is largely an imagined life, constructed of 

memory. When memory is fixed in space and kept alive, the past lives in 

the house as well as in the mind. 

There are many reasons why the characters keep the past alive in 

their houses. A principal reason is their belief in the curses and sins 

of the past. This theme is most clearly articulated in The House of the 

Seven Gables where we read in the early chapters about the greed of 

Colonel Pyncheon for the land of Matthew Maule, his machinations to get 

the land for himself, his insistence on building his mansion on a haunt

ed spot, and Maule's curse on the Pyncheons. Even the people who think 

Maule is guilty of witchcraft warn Pyncheon that "The terror and ugli

ness of Maule's crime, and the wretchedness of his punishment, would 

darken the freshly plastered walls, and infect them early with the scent 

of an old and melancholy house" (H7G, p. 9). The curse, Hawthorne ex

plains, "had become a part of the Pyncheon inheritance" (H7G, p. 21). 

Memory links the curse with the house. 

There is an ancient crime associated with the family mansion in 

Doctor Grimshawe's Secret also, and as M. Bell suggests, there are 
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parallels between The House of the Seven Gables and Doctor Grimshawe's 

Secret. In both, he says, the initial crime is one of dispossession. 

Hawthorne never does decide, in the drafts of Doctor Grimshawe's Secret, 

just what the crime will be, specifically. Perhaps the young heir will 

quarrel with his brothers about a woman they all love; or perhaps they 

will differ about politics, and one brother will be imprisoned by the 

o 
others for cutting off Charles's head. But the effect of the crime on 

the family and its association with the house is always the same: the 

rightful heir is dispossessed, and usurpers come to occupy the ancestral 

home. 

In The House of the Seven Gables and Doctor Grimshawe's Secret, 

because of the crime committed, there is a curse on the house. And 

because the family remembers the curse and takes it seriously, the fam

ily never flourishes there. In "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure" there is 

no remembered sin or curse among the Goldthwaites, but the dreamy weak

ness and greed of the family keeps them from prospering. The shabby old 

house with its sham treasure symbolizes the family's weakness for great 

dreams about money from the past. The family curse in this story is the 

desire for wealth and the inability to get it. 

In The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne makes it clear, how

ever, that although there was some ancient wrong and curse associated 

1. Michael D. Bell, Hawthorne and the Historical Romance of New 
England (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971), p. 235. 

2. Nathanial Hawthorne, Hawthorne's Doctor Grimshawe's Secret, 
ed. Edward H. Davidson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1954), pp. 
22, 23, 102. All further references to this work appear in the text in 
the following form: (DGS, p. 22). 



with the house in the past, the wrongs are not only remembered but per

petuated by the present Pyncheons. Not only are the punishments for the 

original crime visited on later generations, as he says in the preface 

to The House of the Seven Gables, but the sins themselves live on in the 

family. What, for instance, do any of the Pyncheons except the imbecile 

Clifford worry about but status and money? The sins of greed and pride 

in the old Colonel live on in his descendants. The Pyncheons we read 

about briefly early in The House of the Seven Gables—Alice and her 

father, for example—are obsessed with preserving the imaginary dignity 

and position of the Pyncheon family and are obsessed with finding trea

sure enough to make them prominent and wealthy. Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon 

clearly shows the Pyncheon pride, and he hounds Clifford for the secret 

to the treasure, even though he is already wealthy. Even the reduced 

and harmless Hepzibah is concerned with getting enough money in a gen

teel enough way to uphold what she sees as the dignity of the family. 

Since the house itself is a monument to the Pyncheons' pride, their in

terpretation of their glorious past centers upon the house, fixing the 

past in space. 

In the work of Dickens also, the sins from the past are local

ized in the house of the past by the characters' memories. In Miss 

Havisham's case most clearly the wrong is associated with the house. 

Miss Havisham receives Compeyson's message in her dressing room, and 

there she nurtures and nourishes the wrong, keeping it always alive by 

reliving the moment for the rest of her life, refusing to let things 

around her change or time progress. Mrs. Clennam, likewise, confines 

her brooding on the old wrong to a few rooms in her old house, feeding 



her memories of the past with righteous indignation, resentment, and 

Calvinist fury. She, of course, confines herself to her old house in 

reparation for her crimes toward Little Dorrit, and this makes the house 

the focus of many of the wrongs in the novel. It is also the scene of 

Arthur Clennam's miserable, repressed childhood, another of the wrongs 

lingering in the long past. This sin against the child is still alive 

because of the character it has produced in Clennam, who confesses, 

"Will, purpose, hope? All those lights were extinguished before I could 

sound the words" (LP, p. 20). All the wrongs associated with the Clen

nam house are, by various means, still alive. 

In his early works, James also uses old crimes and curses on the 

houses. In "A Passionate Pilgrim" an American with a claim to an English 

estate visits the English mansion and is mistaken by the family ghost, a 

wronged and neglected woman, for the man who abandoned her and died cen

turies before. The ghost haunts the sickly and unhappy American until 

his death. In "De Gray, A Romance" the males in the family carry a 

curse that makes them slowly kill women they truly love. In The American 

the Bellegarde family hides the secret of the father's murder by the 

mother, and the house physically reflects the hidden crime: Newman's 

first impression is that "that dark old house over there looks as if 

wicked things had been done in it, and might be done again.Later 

Claire tells Newman, "There's a curse upon the house. ... We must all 

1. Henry James, The American, in The Novels and Tales of Henry 
James, I (New York: Scribner, 1907), p. 111. All further references to 
this work appear in the text in the following form: (A, p. 111). 
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bear it" (A, p. 416). But as David Galloway says, by the time James 

writes The Portrait of a. Lady five years later, he is more concerned 

with evil as mental and spiritual violence than as a heartless murder in 

a dark house."'' However, in The Portrait of a_ Lady there are many refer

ences to ancient crimes committed in the old houses in Italy, and this 

gothic touch adds a richer background to the picture we see of manipula

tion, hatred, and scheming in the present of the novel. Memory makes 

the scenes of ancient crimes appropriate settings for present wrongs. 

In The Portrait of a Lady, however, the old crimes and curses do not 

figure as integrally in the novel as do the past wrongs in the novels of 

Hawthorne and Dickens. And there arc. no ancient wrongs or curses asso

ciated with the houses in James's later works. In "The Jolly Corner," 

the house was the scene of Brydon's pleasant childhood. Brydon's memory 

makes the house represent his entire past: 

He spoke the value of all he read into it, into the mere sight 
of the walls, mere shapes of the rooms, mere sound of the 
floors, mere feel, in his hand, of the old silver-plated knobs 
of the several mahogany doors, which suggested the pressure of 
the palms of the dead; the seventy years of the past in fine 
that these things represented . . . and the impalpable ashes 
of his long-extinct youth, afloat in the very air like micro
scopic motes. ("JC," p. 445) 

The only thing lurking in this house of the imagined past is the possi

bility of his having made different choices. There is no family sin, 

and Brydon has done no wrong. He is haunted, instead, by the choices 

he might have made. 

1. David D. Galloway, Henry James: The Portrait of a Lady 
(London: Edward Arnold, 1967), p. 18. 
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In The Sense of the Past there is no family ghost or wrong ei

ther. Had James finished the novel, he might have developed the idea of 

some wrong committed by the Midmores. There are hints in the work of 

their forcing Nan into a marriage convenient to the impoverished and 

greedy family. But this theme is not developed, and there is little 

sense of wrong in the essence of the past which Ralph feels in the house. 

He finds the house inhabited not by ghosts who have wrongs to lament or 

revenge, but by a dissatisfied young man who dreams of the future and by 

a vulgar family interested in marrying off two daughters. As I shall 

suggest later, it is Ralph's passion for the past which makes him place 

such great value on all the house represents in his imagination. 

It is largely memory that fixes the past in thfe house, but 

Hawthorne, Dickens, and James all consistently stress that memories are 

fictional recreations of the past. Usually misinterpreting and over

valuing certain events, the character constructs an imaginary past which 

becomes the source of most of his misery. In the work of Hawthorne, the 

characters often remember different, conflicting legends about the past. 

In many of Hawthorne's works there are various legends about the family 

treasure. And in "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure" the version Peter be

lieves says his ancestor had concealed "an immense hoard of the precious 

metals" in some secret place in the house.There are various versions 

1. Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure," in 
Twice-Told Tales, in The Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat, Roy Harvey Pearce, and Claude Simpson, 
IX (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1974), p. 387. All further 
references to this work appear in the text in the following form: 
("PGT," p. 387). 



of the story about how Old Peter got the money, but Peter firmly be

lieves in the treasure's existence. His housekeeper, however, tells a 

different tale. She says the devil wanted a deed to the house and land 

and gave Old Peter Goldthwaite money from his own purse, which Old Peter 

could not spend: "... some folks say that Peter did make over the 

house to the Old Scratch, and that's the reason it has always been so 

unlucky to them that lived in it. And as soon as Peter had given him 

the deed, the chest flew open, and Peter caught up a handful of the gold. 

But, lo and behold!—there was nothing in his fist but a parcel of old 

rags" ("PGT," p. 394). 

The past also lives in The House of the Seven Gables through the 

family tradition about a great deal of wealth concealed somewhere in the 

house. Because of their greed, the Pyncheons are always looking for 

this wealth and, of course, keeping the legend alive. Hawthorne suggests 

that memory, through the legends and traditions the characters choose to 

believe, keeps the past alive, and Peter Goldthwaite and the Pyncheons 

are eager to believe in the traditions which promise to make them wealthy. 

Beyond the fact of the characters' greed keeping the traditions alive, 

however, Hawthorne toys with several other theories about the relation 

between past and present and between fact and legend. He hints, for ex

ample, that because of the Pyncheons' devotion to the past, their his

tory may repeat itself exactly. Each generation of Pyncheons displays 

the same qualities and searches futilely for the same treasure. A number 

of Pyncheons die the same death—"drinking blood"—in the same chair. 

The Judge and the Colonel even look identical in the daguerreotype and 



the old painting. The basic pattern of life in the house, says 

Hawthorne, remains unchanged. He comments on "a certain remarkable 

unity" of two centuries of events inside the Pyncheon house (H7G, p. 5). 

There is often very little difference between past and present. 

In this romance Hawthorne also makes a great deal of the mixture 

and fusion of tradition and truth, legend and fact. He says, "Tradition 

. . . sometimes brings down truth . . . but is oftener the wild babble of 

time . . ." (H7G, p. 17). There are many Pyncheon family traditions, 

Hawthorne notes, "which lingered, like cobwebs and incrustations of 

smoke, about the rooms and chimney corners" of the house (H7G, p. 123). 

But, he continues, after a long time, "ancient superstitions . . . become 

imbued with an effect of homely truth" (H7G, p. 124). And it seems the 

Pyncheons were especially fond of sitting in chimney corners "poking in 

the ashes of the past, and raking out traditions like live coals . . ." 

(H7G, p. 278). There are family traditions about Alice's flowers and 

harpsichord, the chickens, the family curse and ghosts, and the common 

family mode of death. Hawthorne suggests that these family traditions 

are truer than what the world accepts as facts. A tradition, for example 

says the old bachelor was not murdered by Clifford, as the court sup

posed, but that he died the old family death of "drinking blood." This 

legend is true, says Hawthorne, and what the world accepts is false. In 

another example, tradition says there is a strong resemblance in looks 

and character between the old Colonel and Judge Jaffrey Pyncheon. This 

supersitition is truer, Hawthorne hints, than the apparent fact of the 

Judge's virtuous character. Hawthorne lends credence in this way to all 



the legends and traditions of the family to show that all versions of 

the past are imaginary. 

In the work of Dickens the characters consistently misinterpret 

and overrate the past, warping time and forcing the past to intrude upon 

the present. For the Dickens characters there are basically two things 

that keep the past alive in memory: fear and pride. David Copperfield 

and Pip fear that their pasts as common laborers follow them and may em

barrass them. At Dr. Strong's school David hides his London past from 

the other boys: "How would it affect them, who were so innocent of Lon

don life, and London streets, to discover how knowing I was (and was 

ashamed to be) in some of the meanest phases of both?"^ Pip nearly turns 

angrily on a man in London who tells him he has the arm of a blacksmith. 

William Dorrit imagines that his servants know about his Marshalsea past, 

that every reference in conversation to prison or confinement is a refer

ence to his past. Lady Dedlock fears the discovery and revelation of her 

past and the shame it would bring her. For these characters, certain 

aspects of the past are alive in their imaginations because they fear 

that the past haunts and pursues them. 

For other characters, notably Miss Havisham and Mrs. Clennam, it 

is a form of pride that keeps the past alive in memory and in the house. 

Alexander Welsh concludes that Dickens sees the best use of memory as 

keeping the past alive so one can continually exercise charity and 

1. Charles Dickens, David Copperfield, in The New Oxford Illus
trated Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 229. 
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forgiveness. -̂ But Miss Havisham and Mrs. Clennam, of course, do not 

forgive. Miss Havisham lives eternally in the moment of Compeysons' 

faithlessness and proudly uses her hurt as an excuse for all of her 

selfish actions. Mrs. Clennam's position is similar. She is, like Miss 

Havisham, proud and selfish: proud of her innocence compared to her 

husband's sin, proud of her fortitude and forbearance, proud of being 

wronged. She feels all her actions are justified, that she has paid in 

full for any slight wrongs she has committed. Miss Havisham's selfish

ness is a form of pride only slightly different from Mrs. Clennam's, and 

both women keep one moment of the past alive in their dark houses through 

their unforgiving memories. 

For the Dickens characters, the past involves some wrong or shame. 

Miss Havisham, however, is the only one who drags out her secret for dis

play. All the rest of the characters are hiding something about the past 

from others. J. H. Buckley's generalization fits almost all of Dickens's 

novels: "In much nineteenth-century literature the past remembered 

2 
proved matter for remorse or self-recrimination or simply bitterness." 

The past is kept alive in the later works of James for different 

reasons than in the work of Hawthorne or Dickens. In the work of James 

it is love of the past and curiosity about it that causes the characters 

to value it, often mistakenly. Ralph Pendrel loves the past. His Eng

lish relative thinks, after reading Ralph's book: "He had nowhere seen 

the love of old things, of the scrutable, palpable past, nowhere felt an 

1. Alexander Welsh, The City of Dickens (Oxford: Clarenden 
Press of Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 101. 

2. Buckley, p. 104. 



ear for stilled voices, as precious as they are faint, as seizable, 

truly, as they are fine, affirm a more remarkable power than in the 

pages that moved him to gratitude" (SP, p. 42). Ralph seeks the past 

until he finally recognizes his error and sees the present as much pref

erable to the past. He tells Nan "how poor a world she is stuck fast in 

compared with all the wonders and splendours that he is straining back 

to, and of which he now sees only the ripeness, richness, attraction and 

civilization, the virtual perfection without a flaw ..." (SP, p. 337-

8). In "The Jolly Corner" it is Brydon's curiosity about his past that 

makes him probe the old house. Brydon wonders about how he might have 

been different if he had stayed in the United States. The past is alive 

in "The Jolly Corner" because Brydon is searching for his identity. For 

all the James characters, as for Dickens's Arthur Clennam, Esther 

Summerson, and Pip, and for Hawthorne's Pyncheons and Ned Redclyffe, the 

past holds the key to self-knowledge, and it is only by seeking the past 

that they can be reconciled to themselves in the present. 

I have shown that characters are motivated in different ways— 

by greed, fear, pride, or curiosity—to keep the past alive. Because of 

their obsessions with the past, the characters live in the past, and it 

becomes more real for them than the present. In "The Jolly Corner," for 

example, Spencer Brydon spends his days away from his house in a world 

that does not engage his imagination: 

He projected himself all day, in thought, straight over the 
bristling line of hard unconscious heads and into the other, 
the real, the waiting life; the life that, as soon as he had 
heard behind him the click of his great house-door, began for 
him, on the jolly corner, as beguilingly as the slow opening 



bars of some rich music follows the tap of the conductor's 
wand. ("JC," p. 455) 

Because of the way he perceives his house, his past, and himself, the 

world he creates inside his house is the "real world" for him. As 

Tzvetan Todorov points out, "For James, . . . the only reality is imagi-

„1 
nary, there are no facts but psychic ones. Brydon can say, like Mrs. 

Clennam in Little Dorrit, "The world has narrowed to these dimensions 

. . ." (LP, p. 33). A character's obsession with his past narrows his 

world, sometimes limiting it to the house of the past, as is the case 

with Hepzibah Pyncheon, who would be a misfit out of her house. Or the 

obsession may lead a character to entirely wrong conclusions, as with 

Ned Redclyffe in Doctor Grimshawe's Secret. Pip reaches wrong conclu

sions, too. He sees his whole life as a fairy tale; his imagined mis

sion is "to restore the desolate house, admit the sunshine into the 

dark rooms, set the clocks a-going and the cold hearths a-blazing, tear 

down the cobwebs, destroy the vermin—in short, do all the shining deeds 

of the young Knight of romance, and marry the Princess" (GE, p. 219). 

Because of Pip's mistaken perception of his past, he thinks he can save 

the house of the past and all his dreams. Similarly, in Our Mutual 

Friend, Wegg is self-appointed proprietor of the entirely fictional 

world he creates in the corner house he watches. In short, a character's 

perceptions of his past and his house shape his whole life. 

1. Tzvetan Todorov, "The Giosts of Henry James," in The Poetics 
of Prose, trans. Richard Howard (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977), 
p. 185. 
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The Historical Past 

The character's vision of the past is often limited to his per

sonal past. The reader, however, gets a much wider view of the charac

ter's confrontation with the past because Hawthorne, Dickens, and James 

often counterpoint the personal past with the public or historical past. 

All three writers would probably agree with Joseph Conrad that history, 

based on the reading of documents, is second-hand impression at best, 

that fiction is nearer the truth since it is based on reality of forms 

and observation. Conrad says, ". . .a novelist is a historian, the 

preserver, the keeper, the expounder, of human experience."^ Hawthorne, 

2 
Dickens, and James might see history and fiction as equally true myths. 

And in some cases, according to Hawthorne, the novelist's reconstruction 

of history, based on legend, tradition, and observation of human nature, 

is truer than the historian's limited account. Yet the authors, with 

their great concern about characters' relation to the past, do not ig

nore or discount history. They are all consistently more interested in 

a character's personal past than in the historical or public past, but 

sometimes the pasts merge together, and sometimes the historical past 

parallels or functions as a background to the character's personal strug

gle with his private past. 

In The House of the Seven Gables since the old Colonel was a pub

lic figure, the Pyncheon family past is public history. Hawthorne doubt

less means to suggest that the Colonel's arrogance and greed were typical 

1. Conrad, p. 87. 

2. Fleishman, p. xi. 



behavior in the American colonial period, and as I have already comment

ed, he tries to show that the Pyncheon family legends and traditions are 

truer than public history. Nevertheless, public history adds a dimension 

to the Pyncheon obsession with the past because the Pyncheons imagine 

themselves to have been prominent historical figures. In "Peter Gold-

thwaite's Treasure" Hawthorne suggests that the follies and vices of the 

past are no different than those of the present. Peter finds old ac

count books in his attic which should show him that his ancestors were 

not heroic and wealthy but as foolish, greedy, and vain as their descen

dants. In Doctor Grimshawe's Secret Hawthorne clearly blends public and 

private history, since the aristocratic families were public figures. 

Hawthorne sees in Ned Redclyffe's search for a personal past a parallel 

to America's search for historical roots. Hawthorne found "Our Old Home" 

in England, and felt his countrymen longed for a past too. An English

man says to Redclyffe, "The past is nothing with you; whereas Heaven in

tended it as a foundation for a present, to keep it from vibrating and 

being blown away with every breeze" (DGS, p. 82). To this Ned replies, 

11. . .1 would not see in my country, what I see elsewhere—the Past 

hanging like a millstone round a country's neck, or incrusted in stony 

layers over the living form; so that, to all intents and purposes, it is 

dead" (DGS, p. 82). A short time later, however, Ned longs for the past 

as represented by the ancestral home: 

The family had its home there; not merely the individual. An
cient shapes, that had apparently gone to the family tomb, had 
yet a right by family hearth and in family hall; nor did they 
come thither cold and shivering, and diffusing dim ghostly ter
rors, and repulsive shrinkings, and death in life; but in warm, 
genial attributes, making this life now passing more dense as 
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it were by adding all the substance of their own to it. (DGS, 
p. 97) 

In this passage Hawthorne demonstrates what an appeal the ancestral home 

can have to the imagination. It seems to offer stability, security, and 

continuity to the individual. The public past, the history of the great 

families, offers a welcome enrichment to the inhabitants of the family 

home because when they remember the past they remember a greatly extend

ed period. Their lives are "more dense" because public merges with pri

vate history, and both contribute to the texture of the present. 

Dickens uses the historical past as a background or parallel for 

a character's struggle with the sins from his personal past. For exam

ple, the greed, pride, and arrogance of centuries brings a historical 

curse on the chateau of the Everemondes in A Tale of Two Cities. At the 

same time, the Marquis is haunted by a sin from his own past. A 

centuries-old wrong prompts the ghost to walk at Chesney Wold in Bleak 

House. In the days of Charles I, the brother of Sir Morbury Dedlock's 

wife was slain by one of Dedlock's kinsmen. Dedlock and his wife quar

relled bitterly over this and other political matters. She wasted away 

and died on the walk outside her window, saying, "I will die here where 

I have walked. And I will walk here, though I am in my grave. I will 

walk here, until the pride of this house is humbled. And when calamity, 

or when disgrace is coming to it, let the Dedlocks listen for my step!" 

(BH, p. 90). This ghost from the Dedlock family past intensifies the 

terror of Lady Dedlock who is pursued by a sin from her personal past. 

Also in Bleak House, Tom-all-Alone's represents years of negligence and 
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guilt on the part of society and Chancery while it represents, on the 

other hand, the personal past of the Jarndyce family. Dickens's use of 

the historical past shows, as Avrom Fleishman says of Barnaby Rudge, 

that "... the present decay is an extension of degeneration in the 

past. In A Child's History of England Dickens dwells on the 

barbarities of England's monarchs and finds little to say in their favor. 

For example, of Henry IV he sneers: "Considering his duplicity before 

he came to the throne, his unjust seizure of it, and, above all, his 

making that monstrous law for the burning of what the priests called 

heretics he was a reasonably good king, as kings went." And yet, 

Dickens suggests, many people take personal pride in the public crimes 

of the past. Dickens notes that William the Conqueror stole land from 

the English and gave it to his own nobles. "Many great English families 

of the present time acquired their English lands in this way, and are 

O 
very proud of it." 

Dickens sees the miseries of the present world as products of the 

historical past, just as he often sees the miseries of a character's 

personal life growing out of sins from his own past. But Dickens, like 

Hawthorne, has suspicions that what we accept as public history is a fic

tional construct also. For instance, he says, history styles Charles II 

as "The Merry Monarch," but in A Child's History Dickens details this 

1. Fleishman, p. 112. 

2. Charles Dickens, A Child's History of England, in The New Ox
ford Illustrated Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1958), p. 310. 

3. Dickens, Child's History, p. 176. 
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king's greed, pride, and debauchery, stresses his execution orders and 

religious persecution, and half blames him for the Great Plague and the 

Great Fire of London. He concludes, "... the Merry Monarch might be 

very merry indeed, in the merry times when his people were suffering 

under pestilence and fire. 

Dickens also knows that people will believe what they wish to 

believe about history and invent legends and traditions to suit them

selves, as do the inmates of Bleeding Heart Yard in Little Dorrit: 

The opinion of the Yard was divided respecting the deri
vation of its name. The more practical of its inmates abided 
by the tradition of a murder; the gentler and more imaginative 
inhabitants, including the whole of the tender sex, were loyal 
to the legend of a young lady of former times closely impris
oned in her chamber by a cruel father for remaining true to her 
own true love, and refusing to marry the suitor he chose for 
her. The legend related how that the young lady used to be 
seen up at her window behind the bars, murmuring a lovelorn 
song of which the burden was, "Bleeding Heart, Bleeding Heart, 
bleeding away," until she died. It was objected by the murder
ous party that this Refrain was notoriously the invention of 
a tambour-worker, a spinster and romantic, still lodging in 
the Yard. But, forasmuch as all favourite legends must be as
sociated with the affections, and as many more people fall in 
love than commit murder . . . —the Bleeding Heart, Bleeding 
Heart, bleeding away story, carried the day by a great major
ity. Neither party would listen to the antiquaries who deliv
ered learned lectures in the neighborhood, showing the Bleeding 
Heart to have been the heraldic cognisance of the old family 
to whom the property had once belonged. And, considering that 
the hour-glass they turned from year to year was filled with 
the earthiest and coarsest sand, the Bleeding Heart Yarders had 
reason enough for objecting to be despoiled of the one little 
golden grain of poetry that sparkled in it. (LP, pp. 135-6) 

Henry James, on the other hand, does not seem to care whether 

history is a fiction or not. He cares for the psychological effects of 

1. Dickens, Child's History, p. 503. 



what his characters believe about history. In The Portrait of a Lady 

he uses history for gothic effects, playing up the sinister tradition 

about Italy: foul murders and bloody deeds are associated with many of 

the houses in Florence and Rome. Mrs. Touchett tells Isabel, for in

stance, "I live in an old palace in which three people have been mur

dered; three that were known and I don't know how many more besides" 

(PL, I, p. 35). Ned Rosier sees the Osmonds' Roman house as a "domestic 

fortress, a pile which bore a stern old Roman name, which smelt of his

toric deeds, of crime and craft and violence ..." (PL, II, p. 100). 

In this way James uses the historical past as a vivid background for the 

present. At the end of the novel, however, he allows Isabel to find 

solace in her interpretation of the historical past as a time of great 

violence and intense suffering. She thinks of old Rome "chiefly as a 

place where people had suffered" and where she can find "companionship 

in endurance" (PL, II, p. 328). In The Wings of the Dove, Milly Theale 

rents a Venetian palace which has a long history. 

Palazzo Leporelli held its history still in its great lap, even 
like a painted idol, a solemn puppet hung about with decorations. 
Hung about with pictures and relics, the rich Venetian past, the 
ineffaceable character, was here the presence revered and 
served: which brings us back to our truth of a moment ago—the 
fact that, more than ever, this October morning, awkward novice 
though she might be. Milly moved slowly to and fro as the priest
ess of the worship. 

Against this background, Milly suffers intensely. She learns of Densher' 

treachery, turns her face to the wall, and dies. 

1. Henry James, The Wings of the Dove, in The Novels and Tales 
of Henry James, XIX and XX (New York: Scribner, 1909), II, p. 135. 
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Curiously, all three writers view Italian history in this way. 

There was, they felt, a heavier burden of history in Italy than in 

England or America; history in Italy, to all three authors, often meant 

a long record of suffering. So Hawthorne sets "Rappacini's Daughter" in 

Italy and portrays an innocent's encounter with sin and suffering in The 

Marble Faun against a centuries-old repetition of the same drama in 

history-laden Italy. One has an oppressive sense of time among the Ro

man ruins, according to Hawthorne: 

It is a vague sense of ponderous remembrances; a perception of 
such weight and density in a by-gone life, of which this spot 
was the centre, that the present moment is pressed down or 
crowded out, and our individual affairs and interests are but 
half as real here as elsewhere. . . . 

Side by side with the massiveness of the Roman Past, all 
matters that we handle or dream of nowadays look evanescent 
and visionary alike.-®-

Dickens's focus in Pictures from Italy is on the crimes and mis

eries of the long historical past. He calls Rome "A desert of decay, 

sombre and desolate beyond all expression; and with a history in every 

stone that strews the ground.He is moved most, he says, by the tombs 

and prisons beneath the cathedrals and palaces: 

It is all so silent and so close, and tomb-like; and the dun
geons below are so black, and stealthy, and stagnant, and naked, 
that this little dark spot becomes a dream within a dream; and 

1. Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun, in The Centenary Edi
tion of the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne, eds. William Charvat, Roy 
Harvey Pearce, and Claude Simpson, IV (Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press, 1968), p. 6. 

2. Charles Dickens, Pictures from Italy, in The New Oxford Il
lustrated Dickens (London: Oxford University Press, 1957), p. 367. 
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in the vision of great churches which come rolling past me 
like a sea, it is a small wave by itself, that melts into no 
other wave, and does not flow on with the rest. 

It is an awful thing to think of the enormous caverns 
that are entered from some Roman churches, and undermine the 
city. 

Dickens's awareness of time is especially vivid in Pompeii where one can 

"lose all count of time, and heed of other things, in the strange and 

melancholy sensation of seeing the Destroyed and the Destroyer making 

O 
this quiet picture in the sun." It is "as if the course of Time had 

been stopped after this desolation, and there had been no nights and 

days, months, years, and centuries, since. ..." The value in viewing 

all this desolation and pondering on the heavy burden of history in 

Italy, Dickens insists, is that it makes one value the present and hope 

for the future: "And let us not remember Italy the less regardfully be

cause, in every fragment of her fallen Temples, and every stone of her 

deserted palaces and prisons, she helps to inculcate the lesson that the 

wheel of Time is rolling for an end, and that the world is, in all great 

essentials, better, gentler, more forbearing, and more hopeful, as it 

rolls!"4 

In Little Dorrit, Dickens uses Italy as a backdrop for Little 

Dorrit's sorrows. Amy broods on the balcony of a Venetian palace "which 

had once been sumptuous, but was now the prey of watery vapours and a 

1. Dickens, Pictures, p. 385. 

2. Dickens, Pictures, p. 416. 

3. Dickens, Pictures, p. 416. 

4. Dickens, Pictures, p. 433. 
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settled melancholy" (LD, p. 472). The walls of this palace and those 

around it are "besmeared with a thousand downward stains and streaks, as 

if every crazy aperture in them had been weeping tears of rust into the 

Adriatic for centuries . . ." (LP, p. 472). In Rome Little Dorrit rides 

out alone and wanders through the ruins: 

The ruins of the vast old Amphitheatre, of the old Temples, of 
the old commemorative Arches, of the old trodden highways, of 
the old tombs, besides being what they were, to her were ruins 
of the old Marshalsea—ruins of her own old life—ruins of the 
faces and forms that of old peopled it—ruins of its loves, 
hopes, cares, and joys. Two ruined spheres of action and suf
fering were before the solitary girl often sitting on some 
broken fragment; and in the lonely places, under the blue sky, 
she saw them both together. (LD, p. 612) 

Roman ruins help relieve the sorrows of Isabel Archer; they only deepen 

the sorrows of Little Dorrit, who begins to see the whole world as a 

ruin."'" The Italian houses are the most extreme versions of the houses 

of the imagined past. Here, as J. Hillis Miller says of the work of 

Dickens and James, "the multitudinous past . . . is in danger of swamp

ing, engulfing the present, and overrunning all its attempts to put the 

o 
past or the present in coherent order. . . ." 

In all the houses of the past, the present has a tenuous hold, 

at best. The historical past, the family past, and his own personal 

past fill the house and the character's imagination. The past is so 

firmly bound into the memory and imagination of the character that he 

1. For more discussion of Dickens's and James's uses of the 
Italian background, see Q. D. Leavis, "A Note on Literary Indebtedness: 
Dickens, George Eliot, and Henry James," Hudson Review, 8 (1955), 423-28. 

2. Miller, Dickens, p. 154. 



has firmly fixed the past in the mental and physical space he inhabits. 

Thus, the house of the imagined past is a house of the mind because of 

the memories and perceptions of the past with which the character fur

nishes it. It is, further, a house of fragmentation and disunity which 

the character probes and explores in a symbolic search for himself. For 

both body and mind, the house of the past is "a rusty, crazy, creaky, 

dry-rotted, damp-rotted, dingy, dark, and miserable old dungeon" (H7G, 

p. 261). 



CHAPTER III 

THE FUNCTIONS OF THE HOUSE 

With all the life passing through and circling around the houses 

of the imagined past, with all the different visions the characters have 

about the past, with all the various themes in the fiction of Hawthorne, 

Dickens, and James, it seems difficult to generalize about the ways the 

house of the past functions in the novels. The imagined past is firmly 

fixed in space, centered in an old house. The authors show how the 

characters allow the houses and thus, by extension, their imagined ver

sions of the past to control their lives. By becoming obsessed with and 

controlled by the past, the characters become, in Henry James's phrase, 

"spiritually blighted,""'" and the house reflects this spiritual decay. 

The house of the past symbolizes the spiritual blight of the characters 

who live in their imagined versions of the past. 

The Fact of the House 

The characters of Hawthorne and James let themselves be con

trolled by houses and the imagined past. Peter Goldthwaite believes in 

a golden treasure from the past, hidden in the walls of the house by a 

crafty and wealthy ancestor. Hawthorne makes it clear that Peter be

lieves this version of the past because he wishes to. Peter's housekeep

er tells a different story about the treasure; she says the treasure was 

1. Henry James, "The Ghostly Rental," in The Ghostly Tales of 
Henry James, ed. Leon Edel (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
1948), p. 108. 



the devil's gold and that it became a "parcel of old rags" when Peter 

tried to seize it ("PGT," p. 394). In spite of his housekeeper's ver

sion of the story, however, Peter's self-deluded obsession with the past 

motivates him to dismantle his house. 

In The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne suggests that the 

house's mere existence gives it an imposing power: "There is something 

so massive, stable, and almost irresistibly imposing in the exterior pre

sentment of established rank and great possessions, that their very ex

istence seems to give them a right to exist; at least, so excellent a 

counterfeit of right, that few poor and humble men have moral force 

enough to question it, even in their secret minds" (H7G, p. 25). As this 

passage suggests, the characters in Hawthorne's book simply accept the 

house as a powerful fact in their lives. The mere fact of the house af

fects all the characters and action in the book because of the view of 

the past the house represents to the characters. The dream of the great 

house originally motivated Colonel Pyncheon to steal Maule's land and 

construct a monument to his own pride, a house in which his progeny could 

live and reflect on the glories of their past. As Clifford says, "A man 

will commit almost any wrong ... to build a great, gloomy, dark-

chambered mansion, for himself to die in, and for his posterity to be 

miserable in" (H7G, p. 263). 

In other words, Colonel Pyncheon built the house for the present 

and future, expecting future Pyncheons to live there and look to the past 

with pride. And the subsequent generations of Pyncheons do let their 

pride in the past guide their actions. They see the house as a symbol 



of their superiority and aristocracy, whereas Hawthorne sees it as a 

symbol of the isolating force of pride, a pride ironically based on a 

brutal, greedy ancestor. The Pyncheons also believe, like Peter Gold-

thwaite, in the wealth of their progenitors, and each generation has 

searched the house for a treasure they believe is hidden there. Marcus 

Cunliffe says that the House of the Seven Gables is a mere witness, a 

physical fact in the book.^" But it seems quite clear that he is over

looking the influence of the house on all the action of the romance. 

Everything that occurs in The House of the Seven Gables is somehow gen

erated by the "physical fact" of the house. The Pyncheons attach a 

great importance to their house because it is their family legacy in both 

a material and spiritual sense. It is worth money and contains a trea

sure, but it also represents the past of which they are so proud. They 

let their interpretation of the past as a wealthy and heroic time govern 

their actions in the present and control their lives. For example, 

Alice's great pride in her heritage and social position leads to her 

death; Hepzibah agonizes about opening a shop and cheapening herself by 

mercantile pursuits; the Judge, greedy for the wealth of the past, hounds 

Clifford for the secret of the house. 

In Doctor Grimshawe's Secret also, the ancestral home and the 

question of its rightful owner are central to the work. Dr. Grimshawe 

works to depose his old enemies and establish Ned Redclyffe in the Eng

lish mansion. Dr. Grimshawe's nursing of an old wrong has given him a 

1. Marcus Cunliffe, "The House of the Seven Gables," in 
Hawthorne Centenary Essays, ed. R. H. Pearce (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 1964), p. 85. 
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warped obsession with the past which allows the past to control his 

life. Dr. Grimshawe teaches Ned to feel that his whole identity is 

wrapped up in the English house. Ned's mistaken interpretation of the 

past makes him think he is the legitimate heir to the mansion, and all 

his actions are controlled by his dreams of the old house. 

In James's "The Jolly Corner" and The Sense of the Past, also, 

the fact of the house is at the center of each story. The fact of the 

empty house of his past standing on the jolly corner makes Brydon begin 

to wonder about himself and the alternate choices he might have made. 

He probes the house and the past for what he thinks he might have be

come, controlled and motivated by his interpretation of his past actions 

and choices. In The Sense of the Past, the inheriting of the house 

causes Ralph Pendrel to go to England. It is the essence of the past in 

the house and the secrets about the past held by all the furnishings that 

draw him further into the past. We cannot say that the houses generate 

the action in The Portrait of a Lady, because there are so many different 

houses in the novel. But houses are involved in Isabel's choices. As 

Tony Tanner suggests, Isabel searches for the right house, a proper habi

tation in which to define herself."'' As James's Madame Merle says, ". . . 

you must take the shell into account." The self "overflows into every

thing that belongs to us . . ." (PL, I, p. 287). Isabel seeks the right 

shell, the house which will both symbolize her relation to the world and 

function in that relation. So, in one way, the houses of the past 

1. Tony Tanner, "The Fearful Self: Henry James's The Portrait 
of a Lady," in Henry James: Modern Judgments, ed. Tony Tanner (London: 
Macmillan, 1968), p. 143. 
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demonstrate the control of the past over the present simply by showing 

how the existence of a house from the past can influence the actions of 

people in the present. 

James's Bly House from The Turn of the Screw is one of the best 

examples of the house as construct of the imagination, or the house as a 

house of fiction. The governess, "A fluttered, anxious girl out of a 

Hampshire vicarage," "the youngest of several daughters of a poor country 

parson,"^" interprets everything with an imagination fueled by novels and 

Gothic romances. In her vision of her employer she sees "a figure as 

had never risen, save in a dream or an old novel"; he is "gallant and 

splendid," "rich, but . . . fearfully extravagant" (TS, p. 153). She 

takes the job as governess to the two children because she immediately 

imagines herself in love with this man. Her perceptions about the house 

form more slowly, but they too are shaped by her imagining herself to be 

the heroine of a novel, actually living a Gothic romance. The governess1 

first vision of the house stresses the pleasantness of "the broad, clear 

front, its open windows and fresh curtains ..." (TS, p. 158). But she 

is awed: "The scene had a greatness that made it a different affair 

from my own scant home ..." (TS, p. 158). When Flora leads her about 

to show her the house, however, the governess' imagination begins to 

work. She notes the "empty chambers and dull corridors, . . . crooked 

staircases . . . , and an old machicolated square tower ..." (TS, 

p. 163). She concludes: "I had the view of a castle of romance 

1. Henry James, The Turn of the Screw, in The Aspern Papers, The 
Turn of the Screw, The Liar, The Two Faces, in The Novels and Tales of 
Henry James, XII (New York: Scribner, 1908), p. 153. All further 



inhabited by a rosy sprite, such a place as would somehow, for diversion 

of the young idea, take all color out of storybooks and fairy tales" 

(TS, p. 163). Soon she begins to construct a horror in the house: "Was 

there a 'secret' at Bly—a mystery of Udolpho or an insane, an unmen

tionable relative kept in unsuspected confinement?" (TS, p. 179). She 

is clearly trying to see herself as the innocent but plucky and coura

geous heroine of a romance, Jane Eyre, probably, so she furnishes Bly 

from her imagination, with a past, a dark mystery, evil spirits, and a 

horrible sin. Clearly Bly is a house of the fictional past. The gover

ness imposes on it an imagined past, a fiction in itself, created from 

the fiction she has read. 

In the novels of Dickens, as in those of Hawthorne and James, 

fantasies about the past control the present. Characters like David 

Copperfield, Pip, Lady Dedlock, and William Dorrit hide from their pasts. 

They feel pursued by the past and dread exposure, so their actions are 

controlled by the past. In many other ways, also, Dickens explores the 

idea of the past controlling the present. In Great Expectations a sin

gle childhood action of Pip's—feeding the convict—molds his entire fu

ture. What Estella says to Pip is entirely true: "We are not free to 

follow our own devices, you and I" (GE, p. 751). Pip and Estella do not 

see the irony of this statement. They think it is Miss Havisham who ma

nipulates them. Pip willingly gives up his freedom, willingly does 

whatever his patron desires of him since, in his misinterpretation of 

his past, he thinks it is Miss Havisham, not Magwitch, who controls him. 

references to this work appear in the text in the following form: (TS, 
p. 153). 



The past which really controls him differs from the past he imagines. 

In Little Dorrit the sins committed in the past control the present. 

Mrs. Clennam lives in the past, dwelling on old wrongs, but Arthur Clen-

nam tries to expiate sins he suspects his parents of having committed. 

He is not trying to hide from the past; but his actions are controlled 

by the past as he attempts to discover it and right it. Like Hawthorne 

and James, Dickens shows how fantasies and interpretations of the past 

affect the actions of the characters in the present. 

In Bleak House and Our Mutual Friend, Dickens explores this theme 

in even another way, more closely related to the house of the past. Pun

ning, perhaps, on the words "will" and "deed," Dickens shows how the 

characters let the past control them as they search for and argue over 

documents from the past. The central question of Bleak House—the case 

in Chancery of Jarndyce vs. Jarndyce—concerns a will from the past. 

This lost will and the answers to the other mysteries of the novel are 

found in Krook's collection of the refuse of the past. Whether the char

acters deliberately seek information about the past as Guppy and Tulking-

horn do, or whether they hide from the past as Lady Dedlock does, or 

whether they leave the past alone as Esther does, the past contained in 

the documents of Krook's vile shop affects them all. Krook's collection 

of rags, bottles, and paper, garbage from the past collected by an illit

erate and drunken villain, is the very center of the novel. The action 

of Our Mutual Friend, too, centers on the question of a will hidden in 

the waste of the past. The actions of Boffin, Wegg, Venus, and Rokesmith 

himself are controlled by the written wills and documents of the past. 



The characters cannot act freely; they subordinate their own wills as 

they live and seek for written words in the houses of the past. That 

the documents are hidden in rubbish heaps signifies, as Joseph Riddle 

asserts about Poe's House of Usher, "the irreversible direction of ex

haustion and decay that predicates a final collapse of the distinction 

between nature and culture, or material and spiritual, in the collapse 

of proper signification itself."*• 

The Assault on the House 

The characters' search for documents in the house is a search 

for words inside the house of fiction. All three authors-suggest the 

impossibility of knowing accurately about the past. Besides the diffi

culty of unearthing information, the documents from the past are fic

tions themselves, merely additional interpretations in an endless series 

of fictions about the past. Each character interprets his past in his 

own way, and this fiction about the past is projected into a house which 

the character ransacks for more information about the past. This search

ing involves a physical relation to the house which syirbolizes a charac

ter's spiritual state. In many of the works the character returns to 

the house of the past after a separation. Often he is seeking his past 

or what the house can tell him about himself, and there is sometimes a 

violent assault on the house to make it yield up its secrets. 

In Hawthorne's "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure" and The House of 

the Seven Gables, the characters do not return to the house of the past 

1. Joseph Riddel, "The 'Crypt' of Edgar Poe," unpublished manu
script read at University of Arizona Colloquium on Literary Theory, 
March 7, 1977, p. 14. 



after long absences. Peter Goldthwaite has always lived In his ances

tral home except for brief spells when he has been off looking for gold 

somewhere else. In The House of the Seven Gables, Clifford returns to 

the house after his long imprisonment, but Hepzibah has always lived 

there. However, both these houses are assaulted by the characters to 

make them yield up their secrets about the past, in this case their 

wealth from the past. Peter Goldthwaite tears his house down board by 

board to find the treasure; the Pyncheons thoroughly ransack the House 

of the Seven Gables before Holgrave shows them the way to the treasure 

behind the portrait. The Judge's final visit to the house is an attempt 

to force Clifford to tell him the house's secrets. It is a sign of the 

characters' spiritual poverty that they make these violent assaults on 

the houses, trying to loot the past for treasure. 

In Doctor Grimshawe's Secret Redelyffe does not attack the ances

tral house or try to break in or force its secrets out, but his searching 

for the house and his circling around it indicate that without a clear 

knowledge of his past and his place in society, he is spiritually lost. 

Hawthorne had a strong homing instinct, and the search for a home is one 

of his major themes. As Dryden says, Hawthorne's characters cannot feel 

whole or be secure if they are homeless."'' Neither are they spiritually 

healthy if they are not on friendly terms with their homes and their 

pasts. 

We see these same themes again in Dickens. Some of his charac

ters are homeless searchers. Oliver Twist, for example, has no home 

1. Dryden, "Hawthorne's Castle," pp. 294-95. 



except the workhouse and knows nothing of his past. It is significant 

that the only house he breaks into is the Maylies'—the house that con

tains the secret of his birth. Of course, after the break-in he goes 

back and knocks on the door, but both these acts are assaults on the 

house or attempts to enter the house where he will discover his identity. 

In Little Dorrit we see another kind of assault on the house. 

Blandois breaks into the house, and we receive a foreshadowing of the 

relation he will have with its inhabitant^, his forcing his way violently 

into their lives and secrets. Blandois's assault on the house reveals 

his villainy. He is not breaking into his own house to learn about him

self; he is breaking into other people's houses and into their lives in 

order to blackmail them. 

In Great Expectations Pip's refusal to return to the house of 

his past reveals his misplaced pride. He begins to disdain Joe and the 

forge as soon as he becomes tainted by Satis House, and his shame grows 

as the influence of Miss Havisham and Estella grows. He describes his 

divided affections in terms of rooms and houses. Sitting in his little 

bedroom on the eve of his going to London, he says, "... I fell into 

much the same confused division of mind between it and the better rooms 

to which I was going as I had been in so often between the forge and 

Miss Havisham's, and Biddy and Estella" (GE, p. 137). Once he leaves 

the forge for London, he returns only for his sister's funeral. Demon

strating the way a character's feelings about his past determine his re

lationship with his house, Pip invents various reasons for not returning 

at other times: "I should be an inconvenience at Joe's; I was not 



expected, and my bed would not be ready; I would be too far from Miss 

Havisham's, and she was exacting and mightn't like it. All other swind

lers upon earth are nothing to the self-swindlers, and with such pre

tences did I cheat myself" (GE, p. 213). Only when his expectations 

have failed and his illness has weakened him does his perception of home 

change, allowing him to return for comfort and healing. 

In Little Dorrit it is Arthur Clennam who returns to the house of 

the past. His return is a dutiful but reluctant one. He suspects a 

wrong in his parents' past which he wants to expiate, but he seems to be 

seeking himself too. Like Oliver Twist, he does not know his true iden

tity. Clennam's relation to the house of the past—his misery and de

pression there, his searching for its secrets—reveals his spiritual 

incompleteness. 

In Bleak House there are also some symbolic relations between 

characters and houses. We might say that the spread of Jo's disease con

stitutes a violent assault on the houses. It shows how Jo's condition, 

the lowest misery, when permitted by society to exist, can blight and 

level all of society. When Bucket and Snagsby approach Tom-All-Alone's, 

Bucket even says to Snagsby, "Here's the fever coming up the street!" 

(BH, p. 310). 

There is also Esther's relation to Chesney Wold, the home of her 

mother. Esther does not assault the house, but she visits it, circles 

it, and walks on the Ghost Walk. She knows nothing about her past and is 

not actively seeking to know about it, but she returns to the house which 

holds the secret of the past. She becomes the ghost of the house: 



. .ray echoing footsteps brought it suddenly into my mind that there 

was a dreadful truth in the legend of the Ghost's Walk; that it was I, 

who was to bring calamity upon the stately house; and that my warning 

feet were haunting it even then" (BH, p. 515). Until Esther gains a full 

knowledge about her identity she must haunt the house of her past, even 

unwillingly. 

We do not see an assault on the house in James's The Portrait of 

Lady, but the pattern is clearly developed in "The Jolly Corner" and 

The Sense of the Past. In "The Jolly Corner," Brydon returns to his 

childhood home to confront his own past. For him the house is haunted 

by his alter ego. Brydon is determined to see this other self, to ana

lyze his past, and he becomes the aggressive haunter of the house, forc

ing his alter ego to show himself, forcing the house to give up its 

secrets. 

Ralph Pendrel has a similar relation to his house in The Sense 

of the Past. The London house is filled with secrets about the past, 

and Ralph wants to force these secrets out of it. He roams the house, 

sensitive to its influence and curious about what it hides. He becomes 

the ghost of the present assaulting the house of the past until he fi

nally gets his chance to move backward in time. The relations Brydon 

and Pendrel have with their houses reveal something about their spirit

ual states. The self-knowledge of each is incomplete. Each one is 

searching for some important clue about himself in his assault on the 

house of the past. 
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James develops yet another aspect of the relation to the house 

in The Spoils of Poynton. Mrs. Gereth's defense of her house reveals 

her spiritual poverty, her moral decline. Poynton speaks eloquently of 

the Gereths' life of sacrifice for beauty. But "the things" have become 

the most important aspect of Mrs. Gereth's life. Human relations are 

less important to her than preserving the integrity of her house. So 

she rifles Poynton herself, despoiling it to preserve the treasures from 

Mona. This attack on the house reveals what Pelham Edgar calls Mrs. 

Gereth's "warped moral sense."''" The amorality of the narrator in The 

Aspern Papers is exposed too, as he tries to pry the secrets of the past 

out of Miss Bordereau's Venetian house for his own gain. 

Prisons 

Significantly, in most of these cases of assault on the houses, 

the characters are trying to break in. Houses of the past, as we shall 

see, are prisons, yet in their search for treasure and their obsession 

with the past, the characters seem eager to imprison themselves in 

houses just as they willfully isolate themselves in their fantasies 

about the past. The characters freely choose their physical and spiritu

al prisons. Another way the house of the past functions in the present 

time of the novels is to symbolize the imprisoning and isolating power 

of the imagined and interpreted past. 

Hawthorne's Peter Goldthwaite, dreaming of wealth, isolates him

self in his old house. His other schemes to become wealthy have failed, 

1. Pelham Edgar, Henry James: Man and Author (New York: 
Russell, 1964), p. 109. 
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and mastered by his greed and foolish dreams, he has essentially with

drawn from the present and from human association. He is tempted once 

to abandon his search for treasure and join the human community: 

After Tabitha had gone down stairs, he stood poring over the 
parchment, at one of the front windows, which was so obscured 
with dust that the sun could barely throw an uncertain shadow 
of the casement across the floor. Peter forced it open, and 
looked out upon the great street of the town, while the sun 
looked in at his old house. The air, though mild, and even 
warm, thrilled Peter as with a dash of water. ("PGT," pp. 
397-8). 

In great detail Hawthorne describes what Peter sees below him: 

Never had Peter beheld a livelier scene than was constituted 
by all these accessories: the bright sun, the flashing water-
drops, the gleaming snow, the cheerful multitude, the variety 
of rapid vehicles, and the jingle jangle of merry bells which 
made the heart dance to their music. Nothing dismal was to be 
seen, except that peaked piece of antiquity, Peter Goldthwaite's 
house, which might well look sad externally, since such a ter
rible consumption was preying on its insides. And Peter's 
gaunt figure, half visible in the projecting second story, was 
worthy of his house. ("PGT," p. 399) 

The man who wants to buy Peter's house and tear it down sees Peter and 

urges him to give up his project and come out of the old house. But 

Peter withdraws, "ashamed of his outward poverty, yet proud of the secret 

wealth within his grasp . . ." ("PGT," p. 400). Hawthorne then says 

that the glimpse of the social outside world had tempted Peter to give 

up his madness: 

It is one great advantage of a gregarious mode of life that 
each person rectifies his mind by other minds, and squares his 
conduct to that of his neighbors, so as seldom to be lost in 
eccentricity. Peter Goldthwaite had exposed himself to this 
influence by merely looking out of the window. For a while, 
he doubted whether there were any hidden chest of gold, and, 
in that case, whether he was so exceedingly wise to tear the 
house down, only to be convinced of its non-existence. ("PGT," 
p. 400) 
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The window is the magical link between worlds, and Peter is momentarily 

tempted, but he turns his back on humanity and pursues his selfish 

dream. 

Tony Tanner, in his "Notes for a Comparison Between American and 

European Romanticism," gives a clue to the importance of the use of win

dows in Hawthorne's work. The relation of the character to the outside 

world is purely visual as the character, inside his house of the past, 

gazes out at humanity. In American literature, says Tanner, there is 

little feeling of the interpenetration of the self with natural and hu

man surroundings.^" The watchers at windows are cut off from the world: 

"A purely or predominantly visual relation with nature in fact can indi-

cate a state of alienation or detachment from it." Tanner refers here 

to a relation with nature, but a purely visual relation with humanity 

surely betokens the same kind of alienation. American writers are watch

ers, insists Tanner, and seek isolation in houses of their spirit: 

". . . how often the American writer is to be found sitting alone in the 

house which his soul has made for him and which is often and so singular-

O 
ly haunted." Peter Goldthwaite and Hepzibah and Clifford Pyncheon are 

figures of this sort—sitting alone in the prisons their souls have con

structed for them, watching the world through windows which effectively 

isolate them from the world. 

1. Tony Tanner, "Notes for a Comparison Between American and 
European Romanticism," Journal of American Studies, 2 (1968), 103. 

2. Tanner, "Notes," p. 88. 

3. Tanner, "Notes," p. 95. 
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Tales like "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure" and "Legends of the 

Province House" were Hawthorne's preparation for writing The House of 

the Seven Gables,^" so it is not surprising to see the same themes and 

patterns in his later work. In The House of the Seven Gables we first 

see Hepzibah as a voluntary prisoner in the house. The pride of the 

Pyncheons has caused them to isolate themselves. It was the old Colonel 

who, in his pride, sought to elevate and isolate himself and his progeny 

by building a grand house. It is now Hepzibah's pride that keeps her in 

the house. Her nearsightedness, her self-consciousness, her shyness, 

have all contributed too—Hawthorne does not portray her as haughty or 

cruel—but she also feels she cannot stoop to meet the world. In all 

her years of isolation inside the House of the Seven Gables, she has 

withdrawn from the outside world as completely as Clifford has in his 

involuntary imprisonment. Clifford and Hepzibah recognize their isola

tion and at various times try to escape from their house, or at least to 

contact the outer world. Clifford sits at an arched window on the second 

floor, watching the parade of life in the street below. Hyatt Waggoner 

suggests that the half-circular form of this window is significant since 

Hawthorne's life-images such as the elm tree are circular. But we must 

notice two things: first, the window is only half-circular, so half of 

it is what Waggoner sees as a sterile death image; in addition, it is on 

1. Sargent Bush, Jr., "'Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure' and The 
House of the Seven Gables," ESQ, 62 (1971), 35; Julian Smith, "A Hawthorne 
Source for The House of the Seven Gables," American Transcendental Quar
terly, 1 (1969), 19. 

2. Hyatt H. Waggoner, Hawthorne: A Critical Study (Cambridge: 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1955), p. 166. 
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the second floor: like Peter Goldthwaite, Clifford continues to hold 

himself aloof from humanity. He looks down, and he looks through a win

dow. In scenes that Melville thought particularly profound, Clifford 

longs to join the life below and sometimes is even tempted to throw him

self down into the street: 

. . .  i f  a n  i m p r e s s i b l e  p e r s o n ,  s t a n d i n g  a l o n e  o v e r  t h e  b r i n k  
of one on these processions, should behold it, not in its at
oms, but in its aggregate—as a mighty river of life, massive 
in its tide, and black with mystery, and, out of its depths, 
calling to the kindred depth within him—then the contiguity 
would add to the effect. It might so fascinate him that he 
would hardly be restrained from plunging into the surging 
stream of human sympathies. (H7G, p. 165) 

As Hawthorne shows in this passage, Clifford is immured in the house of 

the past, almost completely separated from humanity. His relationship 

to the world outside his window is entirely visual, suggesting a pro

found isolation, yet even the sight of the "river of life" moves him 

deeply. The irresistable lure of humanity, what Edgar Dryden calls "The 

Enchantment of the Other,11"'' calls to him at his prison window. 

After her final confrontation with the Judge, Hepzibah pauses at 

this same window before she searches for Clifford. First she looks down 

to the street, seeking human help, "Anything that would take her out of 

the grievious present, and interpose human beings betwixt herself and 

what was nearest to her . . ." (H7G, p. 242). Unsuccessful, she turns 

away, then returns looking up, seeking divine help: "Returning to the 

arched window, she lifted her eyes,—scowling, poor, dim-sighted 

1. Dryden, Poetics, p. 37. 



78 

Hepzibah, in the face of Heaven!—and strove hard to send up a prayer 

through the dense gray pavement of clouds" (H7G, p. 245). But Hepzibah 

has imprisoned herself for so long that her isolation is complete, and 

she can get help nowhere. 

In another incident Clifford and Hepzibah try together to escape 

the house. They see Phoebe come and go at will; for her the house is no 

prison. And Clifford and Hepzibah try one Sunday to follow Phoebe to 

church. However, they find they cannot even leave the house. Clifford 

says, "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" (H7G, p. 169). Hawthorne adds: "They 

could not flee; their jailer had but left the door ajar, in mockery, and 

stood behind it, to watch them stealing out. At the threshold, they 

felt his pitiless gripe [sic] upon them. For, what other dungeon is so 

dark as one's own heart! What jailer so inexorable as one's self!" 

(H7G, p. 169). Hawthorne emphasizes Clifford's and Hepzibah's self-

imprisonment here. They are their own jailers; they lock themselves in 

inaccurately-remembered and over-valued past. With the Judge's death, 

Clifford and Hepzibah do escape, of course, for a short period, but they 

are not yet really free from their misinterpretations of the past and 

from the spell of the house, and they are forced to return. 

In Doctor Grimshawe's Secret Redclyffe becomes a sort of volun

tary prisoner of the past. He seeks the past and is eager to visit the 

ancestral hall. When he first sees it, he does not feel the "home-

feeling" he expects (DGS, p. 154), but once inside he begins to lose his 
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contact with the present and become a prisoner of the past: ". . .he 

was frightened to perceive what a hold the place was getting upon him 

. . ." (DGS, p. 172). He feels "a witchcraft, an indefinable spell, a 

something that he could not define, that enthralled him ..." (DGS, p. 

172). He at last becomes an involuntary prisoner of the Italian lord, 

but only because he has first voluntarily sought the past and shut him

self in it. 

It seems unnecessary even to say that many of Dickens's houses 

of the past serve as prisons. Every critic since Edmund Wilson who has 

written about Little Dorrit has mentioned the pervasive prison theme in 

the novel."'' Lionel Trilling even insists that the prison is the novel's 

2 central symbol. Clearly, Mrs. Clennam is as effectively imprisoned in 

her house, her religion, and her past as William Dorrit is in the 

Marshalsea. As Wilson shows, everyone in Little Dorrit is somehow im-

prisoned, and many of the prisons, as Miller says, are self-built spir

itual prisons.^ It seems pointless here to discuss again what has 

already been well discussed and accepted about the book. What is impor

tant to note here is that Dickens uses Mrs. Clennam's house of the past 

1. Miller, Dickens, p. 230; Carl A. Bodelsen, "Some Notes on 
Dickens's Symbolism," English Studies, 40 (1959), 425; Anthony 0. 
Cockshut, The Imagination of Charles Dickens (New York: New York Uni
versity Press, 1962), p. 27; Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Trag
edy and Triumph (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1952), pp. 884-87. 

2. Lionel Trilling, "Little Dorrit," Kenyon Review, 15 (1953), 
578. 

3. Edmund Wilson, "Dickens: The Two Scrooges," in The Wound 
and the Bow (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947), p. 54. 

4. Miller, Dickens, p. 230. 



to show one kind of imprisonment—self-imprisonment in the past, dwell

ing vengefully and self-righteously on the wrongs committed against one 

in the past, refusing to forget wrongs, refusing to forgive or to offer 

any reparation. Miss Wade, in the same novel, lives in a similar prison 

of self-indulgence and unforgiving hatred, in a "dead sort of house" 

(LP, p. 654). But there are prisons in the other novels as well. Miss 

Barbary in Bleak House and Mrs. Steerforth in David Copperfield withdraw 

into their houses to brood, in anger and pride, over the past. Miss 

Havisham's self-imprisonment in Satis House closely parallels Mrs. 

Clennam's. Satis House, in fact, is described in prison imagery. Pip 

says the house "was of old brick and dismal, and had a great many iron 

bars to it. Some of the windows had been walled up; of those that re

mained, all the lower were rustily barred" (GE, p. 50). Miss Havisham, 

imprisoned in her house, is not as frighteningly hateful as Mrs. Clennam. 

Miss Havisham does not base her desire for revenge on her religion. In

stead, she is full of wounded pride, self-pity, and warped sentimental

ity. Like Mrs. Clennam, she shuts out the light of day and never leaves 

her house after Compeyson wounds her heart. But the difference is that 

Mrs. Clennam broods secretly, silently, and privately over the wrong 

done to her, while Miss Havisham openly laments and drags her injured 

heart about for others to see. Nevertheless, in each case, the women do 

active wrongs to others, isolate themselves, and cut themselves off from 

what Dickens sees as the healthy influence of the present: sunshine and 

the passage of time.^" 

1. Jerome Beaty, "The 'Soothing Songs' of Little Dorrit: New 
Light on Dickens's Darkness," in Nineteenth-Century Literary 
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The Dickens characters who voluntarily seek isolation and im

prisonment are never successful, unlike the characters of Hawthorne and 

James. Whereas Peter Goldthwaite, Clifford, and Hepzibah can withdraw 

from the world, whereas Spencer Brydon, Ralph Pendrel and Isabel Archer 

can, for a time, remove themselves from the human community, the charac

ters of Dickens cannot. Miss Havisham, though she wants to stop time 

and live forever the first moment of her grief, cannot remain completely 

isolated. She affects the lives of Pip and Estella. She cannot remain 

blameless for her actions by trying to remove herself from the world. 

One cannot, Dickens feels, merely step out of the world and act with im

punity. One cannot help but be part of humanity and have far-reaching 

effects on others. In fact, if one tries to escape responsibility in a 

selfish, self-indulgent isolation, he may do much greater harm than 

someone who remains part of the world. Miss Havisham does not just af

fect others, she warps them. Mrs. Clennam, too, although she apparently 

just wants to withdraw from the world to brood over the past, and al

though she thinks that her withdrawal and self-punishment are adequate 

reparation for any wrongs she may commit against the Dorrits, cannot 

help but affect and injure others by her actions. The Dickens characters 

cannot withdraw and live alone, no matter how they try. 

Besides Satis House and Mrs. Clennam's house, there are other 

imprisoning houses of the past in the Dickens novels. Pip sees the 

Perspectives, ed. Clyde de L. Ryals (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1974), discusses the light and dark symbolism in the entire novel and 
concludes that it is more important in interpreting the novel than even 
the often-noted prison symbolism. 



house at the forge as a prison. Dombey's house is a prison for 

Florence: "No magic dwelling place in magic story, shut up in the heart 

of a thick wood, was ever more solitary and deserted to the fancy than 

was her father's mansion in its grim reality, as it stood lowering on 

the street ..." (D&S, p. 318). Later in the novel it becomes a pris

on for Dombey himself. Chesney Wold is a prison for Lady Dedlock. Bleak 

House was a prison for Tom Jarndyce. Whenever in Dickens we see an im

prisoning house, the house symbolizes the spiritual states of the pris

oners. Pip's snobishness and foolish dreams, Dombey's pride, 

stubbornness, and coldness, and Lady Dedlock's hidden sin make the 

houses which these characters inhabit into prisons. 

In The Middle Years, James insists that Dickens's houses have 

"queer, quite sinister windows."''" The characters often look out of 

these windows but cannot see through them clearly or accurately. At 

Miss Havisham's and Mrs. Clennam's, one cannot see out the windows at 

all; the rooms are completely cut off from the outside world. In Little 

Dorrit Affery goes to the window "to connect her palpitating heart, 

through the glass, with other living things beyond and outside the haunt

ed house" (LP, pp. 179-80), but she is unsuccessful. Pip, in Great Ex

pectations, has trouble seeing through all windows. Often at the forge 

he glances up at the windows and thinks he sees Estella's face mocking 

him outside (GE, p. 101). In London when he is waiting for Herbert, he 

cannot see through the window and amuses himself by writing his name in 

1. Henry James, The Middle Years (New York: Scribner, 1917), 
p. 59. 
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the grime (GE, p. 164). Both examples show that Pip's spiritual vision 

is distorted by his pride. When he looks through windows he sees either 

threats to his pride or images of his self-importance. 

When Arthur Clennam tries to see through the window of his 

mother's house, he has just returned to London to try to come to terms 

with his own past. He is certainly seeking some human contact, but when 

he stands in his mother's prison and his dreary childhood floods his 

memory, this is the scene he sees: "Arthur opened the long low window, 

and looked out upon the old blasted and blackened forest of chimneys, 

and the old red glare in the sky, which had seemed to him once upon a 

time but a nightly reflection of the fiery environment that was present

ed to his childish fancy in all directions, let it look where it would" 

(LP, p. 38). Clennam's contact with the world here is entirely visual, 

suggesting, as Tanner says, an alientation from his surroundings. In a 

sense Clennam's past has imprisoned him. It has at least made it very 

difficult for him to have any normal human relations, and trying to look 

out or reach out from the house of his past is impossible. 

Florence Dombey is another window watcher. Of course, she is 

always eager to reach out to any other loving being. Her father's house 

imprisons her in quite a literal sense; she does not imprison herself. 

The crime against a child, the imprisonment of a child, is another mat

ter altogether from the adult imprisoning himself. In Oliver Twist and 

The Old Curiosity Shop, the helpless, imprisoned child can merely watch 

the world outside the windows, just as Florence in Dombey and Son watch-

es the happy family in the house across the street. Florence's vision 



is not distorted or inaccurate. The windows here, shutting her inside 

her father's house and out of the happy domestic circle across the 

street, underline the fact of her imprisonment. The case of Dombey him

self is different. After his ruin, Dombey shuts up the house and im

prisons himself in it. All his human ties are broken, so he imagines 

ties to the house. He roams the house in the dark, a ghost, Dickens 

says, in his own house: ". . .he felt that he had had two children 

born to him in that house, and that between him and the bare wide empty 

walls there was a tie, mournful, but hard to rend asunder, connected 

with a double childhood, and a double loss" (D&S, p. 840). As this pas

sage shows, with his ruin, Dombey suddenly has a new interpretation of 

the past. He sees it now as a reproach, not a source of pride. Dombey 

is now a prisoner of his guilt over the past. Dickens always emphasizes 

that it is the characters who, with their unforgiving and mistaken views 

of the past, imprison themselves. 

The themes of self-imprisonment and isolation dominate the works 

of James as well. Austin Warren suggests that, unlike the characters 

of Hawthorne, the characters of James do not seek isolation, that they 

are always a part of the human community but this seems clearly incor

rect. It is true that Spencer Brydon and Ralph Pendrel escape from 

their houses of imprisonment and the past in the end, but at the begin

ning of their stories they clearly withdraw into the houses voluntarily. 

Brydon becomes obsessed with his personal past, Pendrel with the past in 

general. Brydon spends his days supervising the building of apartments 

1. Austin Warren, "Myth and Dialectic in the Later Novels," 
Kenyon Review, 5 (1943), 556. 



and his nights immured in the house of the past, at first stalking, then 

being pursued by his alter ego. On the evening when he finds the back 

room door shut, sure that his adversary is behind the door, Brydon re

treats to the front of the house and opens a window. This action seems 

momentarily to break the spell, but the street is empty, and he does 

not reestablish his contact with the present: 

. . .  h e  w a t c h e d  a s  f o r  s o m e  c o m f o r t i n g  c o m m o n  f a c t ,  s o m e  v u l 
gar human note, the passage of a scavenger or a thief, some 
night-bird however base. He would have blessed that sign of 
life; he would have welcomed positively the slow approach of 
his friend the policeman, whom he had hitherto only sought to 
avoid, and was not sure that if the patrol had come into sight 
he mightn't have felt the impulse to get into relation with it, 
to hail it, on some pretext, from his fourth floor. ("JC," p. 
469) 

Suddenly Brydon notices the other houses in the street: "Had they ever, 

he asked himself, the hard-faced houses, which had begun to look livid 

in the dim dawn, had they ever spoken so little to any need of his 

spirit?" ("JC," p. 470). He needs other people at this point, not 

houses. He realizes that his obsession with choices he made years be

fore has caused him to lose human contact in the present. But once 

Brydon has voluntarily imprisoned himself and started to seek the ghost 

he imagines he would have been, he cannot escape without the 

confrontation. 

In The Sense of the Past there is a similar self-imprisonment. 

Ralph has voluntarily sought the past, and when he encounters the young 

man in the portrait, eager to trade places with him, he explains his 

position to the Ambassador. But he returns to the house, shuts the door, 

and voluntarily enters the world of the past which he values so greatly. 



At one point he looks out the window, but "he looked out only to look in 

again under the charm of isolation and enclosure, of being separated 

from the splashed Square and its blurred and distant life much more by 

time than by space . . (SP, p. 65). As James shows here, Pendrel 

has become a voluntary prisoner of the past when he enters the house and 

moves backward in time into the past he imagines and loves. Pendrel has 

eagerly chosen past over present, but after a time he begins to feel 

panicky about his decision. In the notes for The Sense of the Past, 

James writes: "Say it's as if the man of 1820, the Pendrel of that age, 

is having so much better a time in the modern, that is in the Future, 

than he [Ralph] is having in the present, his Present, which is the Past, 

that a chill and a fear, the growth of a despair and a terror, drop upon 

him from it and signify somehow that he must begin to feel himself lost." 

(SP, p. 312). 

In both "The Jolly Corner" and The Sense of the Past, the volun

tary imprisonment reveals a fault in the character. Both Brydon and 

Pendrel have mistakenly valued the past more than the present. Each 

seeks knowledge he selfishly desires, and while voluntary isolation may 

lead to self-knowledge, it brings grave dangers. As we will see in the 

next chapter, one may not be able to escape from the past without a 

great deal of help from others. 

The problem of prisons and isolation is more difficult in The 

Portrait of a_ Lady than in The Sense of the Past or "The Jolly Corner." 

There seem to be contradictory forces in the novel. First, there is, 

for Isabel, a great illusion of freedom: "She lost herself in a maze 



of visions; the fine things to be done by a rich, independent, generous 

girl who took a large human view of occasions and obligations were fine 

in the mass" (PL, I, p. 321). And Isabel always thinks she acts freely, 

independently making her own choices. But there are a number of forces 

working against this sense of freedom. First, other people manipulate 

Isabel and her life. Her aunt takes her to Europe in the first place. 

Her cousin arranges for her to be wealthy. Madame Merle arranges a mar

riage for her. Isabel, in this sense, is far from free. But even more 

important to this study of houses, Isabel herself'subconsciously seeks 

darkness, confinement, and imprisonment: she undermines her own free

dom. A number of critics have suggested that the houses in which we see 

Isabel in The Portrait of a_ Lady give clues to the stages of her develop

ment.^ Tony Tanner adds that Isabel's whole quest involves the search 

for the right house—the right building in which to define herself. 

And, he continues, it is significant that Isabel chooses the darkest 

rooms in the house of life. R. W. Stallman also emphasizes Isabel's 

O 
tendency to choose darkness; dark houses, he says, render Isabel's story. 

1. Charles R. Anderson, Person, Place, and Thing in Henry 
James's Novels (Durham, Duke University Press, 1977), p. 90; James D. 
Brasch, "The Relation of Theme and Setting in the Major Novels of Henry 
James," DAI, 20/03 (1959), 1011 (University of Wisconsin); Elizabeth 
Cary, The Novels of Henry James (New York: Putnam, 1906), p. 96; Richard 
Chase, The American Novel and Its Traditions (London: Bell, 1957), p. 
121; Galloway, p. 33; Dorothy Van Ghent, The English Novel: Form and 
Function (New York: Rinehar.t, 1953), p. 259. 

2. Tanner, "Fearful Self," pp. 143 and 154. 

3. Robert W. Stallman, The Houses that James Built and Other 
Literary Studies (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1961), 
pp. 182 and 187. 



88 

Stallman remarks on Isabel's lack of energy, her indolence, and, as a 

number of critics have done, on her lack of sexual vitality. All these 

qualities in her character, he explains, belie her professed fondness 

for her freedom; there is confusion for Isabel in open spaces."'" This 

all seems to be correct. Isabel's actions in the first half of the nov

el consist chiefly of saying no to a number of suitors, about all of 

whom she seems to have sexual fears. And although there are important 

garden scenes in the novel, Isabel usually moves from the garden into 

the house to think, to make her decisions. She seeks enclosed spaces, 

and she finally finds a prison in Osmond's house. This danger is fore

shadowed in the description of Osmond's Florence house: "There was 

something grave and strong in the place; it looked somehow as if, once 

you were in, you would need an act of energy to get out" (PL, I, p. 364). 

Isabel feels a powerlessness and lethargy in the house, and yet it is to 

the passive Osmond that she surrenders all her precious freedom. Later 

in the novel, during her night vigil, she sees that "she had followed 

him further and he had led her into the mansion of his own habitation, 

then, then she had seen where she really was. ... It was the house of 

darkness, the house of dumbness, the house of suffocation" (PL, II, p. 

196). As Martha Banta explains, in this passage James uses the house as 

a symbol of Osmond's mind, then describes that mind as a horror house. 

James changes his metaphor once again and uses Osmond's mind as the 

2 haunting presence in the actual house. Banta explains Isabel's horror 

1. Stallman, pp. 177-8. 

2. Banta, p. 176. 



at dwelling in Osmond's actual house, her horror of finding herself in 

the chambers of a blighted mind, and worst of all, the discovery of "the 

dungeon of dread that is one's own consciousness."^" Isabel has chosen 

an imprisoning marriage and an imprisoning house. James shows us that 

her choices have not been entirely free: other people have helped ar

range her life, and some of her choices have been made subconsciously. 

Nevertheless, the end of Isabel's quest is a physical prison she has 

chosen, a mental prison she has constructed. She does escape briefly 

when she travels to Ralph's death bed at Gardencourt, but for reasons 

I will discuss later, she voluntarily chooses to return to her prison in 

Rome. 

The windows and doors in The Portrait of a_ Lady reveal certain 

aspects of Isabel's character and situation. For example, the room 

Isabel chooses as her favorite in the Albany house is a room with cov

ered windows and a bolted door that leads out to the street. Rationally 

Isabel knows where the doors and windows lead, but she never opens or 

uncovers them, preferring to imagine that they lead to various "strange, 

unseen" places (PL, I, p. 30). She chooses a dark, enclosed space, and 

she prefers to ignore reality and imagine the world beyond that closed 

space. At first Isabel refuses to look out of windows; but by the end 

of the novel, even thougji she tries, she cannot see out of them. In 

Isabel's final scene with Madame Merle in Pansy's convent, Isabel knows 

the truth about Madame Merle's arranging her miserable marriage. As the 

1. Banta, p. 177. 
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two women talk, Isabel stands looking out the convent window. But she 

cannot see out the window to the garden below: 

On the other side of the window lay the garden of the convent; 
but this is not what she saw; she saw nothing of the budding 
plants and the glowing afternoon. She saw, in the crude light 
of that revelation which had already become a part of experi
ence and to which the very frailty of the vessel in which it 
hsd been offered her only gave an intrinsic price, the dry 
staring fact that she had been an applied handled hung-up 
tool, as senseless and convenient as mere shaped wood and 
iron. All the bitterness of this knowledge surged into her 
soul again; it was as if she felt on her lips the taste of 
dishonour. (PL, II, p. 379) 

As this admirable passage demonstrates, Isabel can focus, now, only on 

her own problems, the results of her experience. We recall her comment 

to Ralph earlier in the novel, "... I don't wish to touch the cup of 

experience. It's a poisoned drink! I only want to see for myself." 

Ralph responds, "You want to see, but not to feel" (PL, I, p. 213). 

Isabel cannot, however, remain a detached viewer. By the end of the 

novel she has engaged herself with life, has lived rather than observed. 

Now, in a withdrawal from life, her vision of life is impaired because 

of her painful experience. As Stallman says, Isabel has now given her

self over wholly to houses, to enclosed spaces."'" Like James's other 

characters, and Hawthorne's and Dickens's as well, she is now effective

ly imprisoned by her own consciousness. 

Heredity and Environment 

Hawthorne, Dickens, and James all emphasize the ways the charac

ter imprisons himself in the imagined past. They consider the problems 

1. Stallman, p. 194. 



of heredity, environment, and free will, but in every case it is finally 

what the character does to himself that is most powerful and damaging. 

This theme of one's lack of freedom because of the control of the past 

in the forms of heredity and environment is clearly developed in the 

work of Hawthorne. Peter Goldthwaite has inherited the family tendency 

toward dreaminess, and his environment, the fabled old house and the 

traditions and legends he has heard about it, have fueled his weakness. 

He is an impractical, foolish old dreamer because of his heredity and 

environment. He has a chance to abandon his foolish scheme and join 

humanity in the street below, but shame about his poverty and pride in 

"the secret wealth within his grasp" ("PGT," p. 400) make him withdraw 

again to his dream world. 

As a son of the Puritans, Hawthorne was, of course, concerned 

with the question of free will. In The House of the Seven Gables, 

Hawthorne does not indicate that any forces of heredity or environment 

influenced the Colonel's actions. The strong-willed Colonel acted from 

his own motives of pride and greed. But Hawthorne emphasizes that the 

subsequent Pyncheons, apparently weaker souls than the Colonel, inherit

ed many of the Colonel's traits, and that the influence of the house, 

symbolizing the forces of both heredity and environment, was strong on 

all the Pyncheons and everything associated with them, down to the chick

ens and rose bushes. Hawthorne describes a white rose bush planted 

against the house by Alice Pyncheon. The roses are rare and beautiful, 

but "a large portion of them . . . had blight or mildew at their hearts 

. . (H7G,, p. 71). The chickens even resemble Hepzibah in their 
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"queer, rusty, withered aspect, and a gouty kind of movement, and a 

sleepy and melancholy tone throughout all the variations of their cluck

ing and cackling. It was evident that the race had degenerated, like 

many a noble race besides, in consequence of too strict a watchfulness 

to keep it pure" (H7G, pp. 88-9). 

Hawthorne clearly states in the preface to The House of the Seven 

Gables that the sins of one generation live into the next: "the wrong

doing of one generation lives into the successive ones, and, divesting 

itself of every temporary advantage, becomes a pure and uncontrollable 

mischief . . ." (H7G, p. 2). After the Colonel's original sin, the 

Pyncheons are never free from control by the past, no matter how they 

may try to throw off its influence. Holgrave repeats, "Shall we never, 

never get rid of this Past?" (H7G, p. 182), and at the end of the book 

Clifford picks up this chorus. Hawthorne apparently thinks one might 

escape from one's environment as the remaining Pyncheons do at the end 

of The House of the Seven Gables, but he finally hedges on the question 

of heredity and leaves it unresolved by merely letting the Pyncheon line 

die out. The Pyncheons escape the influence of the house; they will be

come a happier race. The "pure" descendants of Colonel Pyncheon will 

die, and perhaps because the Pyncheon blood is so diluted in her, Phoebe 

will not pass on the Colonel's traits. Hawthorne shows that heredity 

and environment can be very strong influences. Nonetheless, the charac

ters do make free choices. They have chances to escape their physical 

and spiritual prisons, yet they choose to remain and to misinterpret the 

past. 
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The themes of heredity and environment are not so clearly devel

oped in Doctor Grimshawe's Secret. Even though he turns out not to be 

the rightful heir to Braithwaite Hall, young Ned is a sensitive young 

aristocrat, full of dreams of his heritage and family estate. Hawthorne 

says that any mention of England "stirred up all the dreams and reveries 

which the child had cherished, far back into the dim regions of his 

memory" (DGS, p. 259). Because of his fantasies, Ned is something of a 

misfit in America: 

That castle in the air—so much more vivid than other castles 
because it had perhaps a real substance of ancient, ivy-grown, 
hewn stone somewhere—that visionary hall, in England, with 
its surrounding woods and fine lawns, and the beckoning shad
ows at the ancient windows, and that fearful threshold, with 
the blood still glistening on it—he dwelt and wandered so 
much here, that he had no real life in the sombre house on 
the corner of the grave-yard. . . . (DGS, p. 261) 

Ned's fantasies are largely due to the influence of Dr. Grimshawe, who 

did all he could to encourage Ned's dreams and ideas of self-importance. 

Ned has inherited a certain gentility and sensitivity; Dr. Grimshawe 

makes him dream about his heritage until Ned becomes a prisoner of the 

past he imagines and hopes is true. By the time Hawthorne writes this 

late romance, he seems to be suggesting that even heredity and environ

ment are states of mind. That is, Ned believes he is a young English 

aristocrat by birth, and that belief in his heredity—an imaginary he

redity, not a genetic one—strongly influences his actions. In addition, 

Ned lives in an environment of the imagination. As the passage quoted 

above demonstrates, the English mansion, an entirely fictional construc

tion of Ned's, is Ned's real home. Just before he visits Braithwaite 
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Hall, he experiences "that delicious, thrilling uncertainty between re

ality and fancy" because his dreams have now "suddenly taken form and 

hardened into substance" (DGS, p. 143). In his imagination he has al

ways lived in Braithwaite Hall, and entering it "seemed to him like a 

coming home, after an absence of centuries . . ." (DGS, p. 143). 

As concerned as Hawthorne was with the question of free will, 

Henry James, a great-grandson of the Puritans, also puzzles over hered

ity and especially environment. The question of free will is a major 

theme of The Portrait of a_ Lady. Isabel tells her aunt she wishes to 

know the rules of proper conduct: "I always want to know the things one 

shouldn't do." "So as to do them?" the aunt asks; Isabel replies, "So 

as to choose" (PL, I, p. 93). She clearly treasures the idea of making 

her own free choices, an illusion magnified by her inheritance. The 

money releases her, as Ralph suggests to his father, from the restraints 

of poverty and allows her to meet the demands of her imagination. 

Isabel, thinking she is always free, does not see how other people, in

cluding Ralph, and especially Madame Merle and Osmond, control her ac

tions and choices. Even when she realizes what others have done to her, 

she says she has openly and freely made the mistakes and will live with 

them. This seems to be a point of pride; she does not want to admit her 

mistakes to the world. James shows that her freedom is mere illusion, 

that she is controlled by others, some of whom are controlled by their 

pasts. Madame Merle arranges Isabel's marriage, for example, because of 

her own past relation to Osmond. 
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James deals with free will and environment again in "The Jolly 

Corner." Brydon's present self has been determined by choices he freely 

made in the past. Brydon has chosen between the stultifying environment 

of provincial commercial America and the enriching, liberating environ

ment of cultured Europe. Brydon chose to leave America to become a cul

tured, expatriate; now he wonders what he would have been like if he had 

chosen a different environment, had chosen to stay in America and devel

op the business talents he has discovered he possesses. In all his works 

James is interested more in environment than heredity. Brydon, like 

many other James characters, possesses great intelligence and sensitiv

ity, but environment has formed him. The influence of environment is 

strong on other James characters as well: on Lambert Strether, on 

Roderick Hudson, on Hyacinth Robinson, and of course on Ralph Pendrel 

who chooses Europe over America, the past over the present. James stud

ies the effects of this chosen environment on Ralph. Ralph's love of 

the past could not be sated in America. His temperament demanded the 

environment of Europe, and he, like Spencer Brydon, becomes obsessed 

with the past. This obsession with the past makes both men less free 

in the present. 

The problems of heredity and environment are most difficult when 

we come to Dickens. I agree with Humphrey House that, although Dickens 

examined those problems from many directions, he never resolved them.^ 

Some characters are in danger of being corrupted, but Oliver Twist and 

1. Humphrey House, The Dickens World (London: Oxford Univer
sity Press, 1941), p. 195. 



Little Dorrit, for example, seem impervious to the influence of environ

ment. Esther Summerson is not a product of her shameful heritage. Pip 

does not act or speak like the common laboring boy he is. However, 

Pip's encounter with the environment of Satis House changes his charac

ter completely. In perhaps the most curious case, Arthur Clennam has, 

in many ways, been shaped by his environment—symbolized by the dark, 

rotting, gloomy house Mrs. Clennam inhabits in London. He has lost his 

youth, his will, his spirits to his Calvinistic upbringing. He was 

forced, as a boy, to sit motionless in the terrible house where it al

ways seemed to be Sunday, reading tracts explaining why he was going to 

hell, or contemplating pictures on the parlor wall of the seven plagues 

of Egypt. But as we learn at the end of Little Dorrit, Arthur's real 

mother was a dancer, an artist. This hereditary influence, we are asked 

to believe, explains why Arthur was, in some small measure, able to re

sist the influence of his foster mother and his childhood home and why 

he loves beauty and justice and possesses qualities of sensitivity, kind 

ness, and idealism. 

To take the unresolved problems of heredity and environment even 

further, there is the influence the Dickens people exert on their envir

onment. The Dickens houses are often alive. As Leonard Deen says, the 

"houses are transformed into their inhabitants, and transfixed again 

into stone, in a riot of animating and deanimating metaphors. . . . 

Or as Dorothy Van Ghent was first to point out, things in the Dickens 

1. Leonard W. Deen, "Style and Unity in Bleak House," in 
Twentieth-Century Interpretations of Bleak House (Englewood Cliffs, N.J. 
Prentice-Hall, 1968), p. 51. 
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world become animated and people mechanized as the natural order of the 

world is upset.''" The frozen parlor and painful cleanliness and order of 

Mrs. Joe's house reflect her personality. Miss Havisham lays her house 

waste in her desolation. In Bleak House it is Esther who imposes her 

sense of order, her "methodical, old-maidish" housekeeping (BH, p. 92) 

on the haphazard Bleak House as she "sweep [s] the cobwebs out of the sky" 

(BH, p. 97). In Little Dorrit Mrs. Clennam's gloomy Calvinism is re

flected in every detail of her house. In Dombey and Son the house is a 

mirror of Mr. Dombey's coldness and callousness. In short, Dickens 

shows a reciprocal relationship between a character and his house. A 

character is influenced by his environment, but the environment can also 

be shaped by the character. 

The environment of the house in the works of all three authors 

demonstrates how the past controls the present. Events from the past, 

sins from the past, ancestors from the past may control the actions of 

the characters. As Holgrave groans in The House of the Seven Gables: 

A Dead Man sits on all our judgement-seats; and living judges 
do but search out and repeat his decisions. We read in Dead 
Men's books'. We laugh at Dead Men's jokes, and cry at Dead 
Men's pathos! We are sick of Dead Men's diseases, physical 
and moral, and die of the same remedies with which dead doc
tors killed their patients.' We worship the living Deity ac
cording to Dead Men's forms and creeds. Whatever we seek to 
do, of our own free motion, a Dead Man's icy hand obstructs 
us! Turn our eyes to what point we may, a Dead Man's white, 
immitigable face encounters them, and freezes our very heart! 
And we must be dead ourselves before we can begin to have 
our proper influence on our own world, which will then be 
no longer our world, but the world of another generation, 

1. Dorothy Van Ghent, "The Dickens World: A View from 
Todgers's," Sewanee Review, 58 (1950), 427. 
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with which we shall have no shadow of a right to interfere. 
I ought to have said, too, that we live in Dead Men's 
houses. . . . (H7G, p. 183) 

Dry Rot and Moral Decay 

These "dead men's houses" are, in the works of Hawthorne and 

Dickens, feeble and decaying, symbolizing the spiritual states of their 

inhabitants. Characters who live in an imagined past are as weak and 

obsolete as their houses. The Pyncheon mansion in The House of the 

Seven Gables was glorious as a monument to the arrogant Colonel Pyncheon, 

but by the time we see it in the novel, 200 years after it was built, it 

is a decaying, ostentatious, foolish, awkward piece of humbug. Hepzibah, 

with her old-fashioned notions of gentility, is similarly foolish and 

awkward. She has lived her whole life in false pride over the imagined 

glory of the Pyncheon past, and she is useless in the present. She and 

Clifford, both spiritually decayed because of their relations to the 

past, decline together inside their decaying old house. 

Hawthorne's earlier works prepared the way for The House of the 

Seven Gables by treating the same themes in relation to old houses."'' 

In "Legends of the Province House," the tales all occur in the old man

sion of the royal governors. The narrator hears the legends from an old 

antiquarian as the two sit and drink together in the tavern which was 

once the proud Province House. The tales the narrator hears and reworks 

all deal with the decline of aristocracy in America and the end of Brit

ish rule. Decay and decline are the major themes of the legends, and 

1. Bush, p. 35; J. Smith, p. 19. 



the decayed Province House in which the two men sit serves to reinforce 

these themes. Similarly, in "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure," Peter Gold-

thwaite lives in a decaying old family house, dreaming about fabulous 

wealth and searching for a treasure his ancestors were supposed to have 

hidden there. The dreams his ancestors have bequeathed him cause his 

moral decay, and the decay is mirrored in the old house. 

Hawthorne uses all these houses to contrast forcefully with the 

present. These useless, damp, dark, faded old houses sit in the midst 

of the active, modern, mercantile American present. To enter the old 

Province House, which is now an inn and tavern, one must step through 

the middle of a brick row of shops into the past. Peter Goldthwaite's 

house stands in the middle of what has become the town's business dis

trict, and Mr. Brown is eager to buy the property in order to build a 

"very respectable brick block with dry goods stores, tailors' shops, 

and banking-rooms on the lower floor, and lawyers' offices in the second 

story . . ." ("PGT," p. 384). The House of the Seven Gables also sits 

on a street which has become busy and mercantile. The modern, rapid 

train, bringing the future, hurtles past the static old house as well. 

The characters, like their houses, are surrounded by the active present 

of which they are not a part. The characters who live in the past are 

misfits in the present, just as their houses are. 

The effects and moods of Dickens's houses of the past are very 

similar. But except for Chesney Wold, Dickens does not heavily empha

size the ostentation and foolishness of big old houses. He does not so 

clearly portray them as monuments to the past, but Dickens's houses of 
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the past are consumed by the same kind of decay that rots away 

Hawthorne's houses, although in the Dickens novels the decay is even 

more sinister than in the works of Hawthorne, and the moral parallels 

stronger. Decay is the dominant theme of Bleak House, as a number of 

critics have pointed out. Louis Crompton points out that the world of 

the Dedlocks is "characterized by images of rain and stagnant water, 

fading lights, sleeping animals, and decaying trees."''" Dickens certain

ly sees the aristocracy as morally corrupt because of their pride in the 

past. The images of stagnant decay suggest the Dedlocks' spiritual 

state. Alice Kelley adds that the stagnation, decay, disease, and ste

rility of Chesney Wold are also the dominant characteristics of Chancery, 

o 
which corrupts everything it touches. The parallel to Chancery, of 

course, is Krook's shop, vile and stinking, presided over by an illiter

ate villain. K. J. Fielding goes as far as to say that everything in 

3 Bleak House is described in terms of ruin and decay. The clearest ex

ample of this ruin is Tom-All-Alone's. Here Dickens clearly indicates 

that the inhabitants are symbolized by their vile and rotting house: 

"As, on the ruined human wretch, vermin parasites appear, so, these 

ruined shelters have bred a crowd of foul existence that crawls in and 

out of gaps in walls and boards; and coils itself to sleep, in maggot 

1. Louis Crompton, "Satire and Symbolism in Bleak House," 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 12 (1958), 290. 

2. Alice Van Buren Kelley, "The Bleak Houses of Bleak House," 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 25 (1970), 254. 

3. K. J. Fielding, Charles Dickens: A Critical Introduction 
(London: Longmans, 1958), p. 150. 
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numbers, where the rain drips in; and comes and goes, fetching and car

rying fever ..." (BH, p. 220). 

The houses of the past in the other novels are described in 

similar terms. All the imagery used to describe Satis House involves 

mold, decay, dust, cobwebs, and vermin:"'' "... I saw that everything 

within my view which ought to be white, had been white long ago, and had 

lost its lustre, and was faded and yellow" (GE, p. 53). 

. . . every discernible thing in it was covered with dust and 
mould, and dropping to pieces. The most prominent object was 
a long table with a tablecloth spread on it. ... An epergne 
or centre-piece of some kind was in the middle of this cloth; 
it was so heavily overhung with cobwebs that its form was 
quite undistinguishable; and, as I looked along the yellow ex
panse out of which I remember its seeming to grow, like a 
black fungus, I saw speckled-legged spiders with blotchy bod
ies running home to it, and running out of it. . . . (GE, p. 
78) 

Satis House is clearly a reflection of Miss Havisham's moral state. She 

has tried to withdraw from the world and has decayed spiritually as her 

wedding preparations and her house have rotted around her. Even her 

body is described in the same terms as her surroundings: 

I saw that the bride within the bridal dress had.withered like 
the dress, and like the flowers, and had no brightness left 
but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that the dress 
had been put upon the rounded figure of a young woman, and 
that the figure upon which it now hung loose, had shrunk to 
skin and bone. . . . [w]axwork and skeleton seemed to have 
dark eyes that moved and looked at me. (GE, p. 53) 

1. Robert Barnard, Imagery and Theme in the Novels of Pickens 
(New York: Humanities Press, 1974), p. 113. 
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In Dombey and Son, Dombey's old house is in a similar state of decay. 

After Dombey's fall, in one of the refrains from the novel, Dickens 

says, "It is a great house still, proof against wind and weather, with

out breaches in the roof, or shattered windows, or dilapidated walls; 

but it is a ruin none the less, and the rats fly from it" (D&S, p. 828). 

Finally, Mrs. Clennam's house in Little Dorrit, although it seems un

changed to Clennam upon his return, is crumbling throughout: "Many 

years ago, it had had it in its mind to slide down sideways; it had been 

propped up, however, and was leaning on some half-dozen gigantic crutch

es: which gymnasium for the neighbouring cats, weather-stained, smoke-

blackened, and overgrown with weeds, appeared in these latter days to 

be no very sure reliance" (LP, p. 31). Dickens clearly draws a parallel 

between Mrs. Clennam and this old house when he describes her in nearly 

identical terms. She is dressed in black, and she, like the house, is 

propped up: "On a black bier-like sofa in this hollow, propped up be

hind with one great angular black bolster like the block at a state exe

cution in the good old times, sat his mother in a widow's dress" (LP, p. 

33). As Edwin Barrett suggests, the imagery of Little Dorrit is that of 

poison, infection, and other maladies."'' This imagery is the physical 

manifestation of the spiritual sickness of the characters. 

Thus, the most striking feature of Dickens's and Hawthorne's 

houses of the past is their rotten infirmity. But here James diverges 

from the other two authors. We find little decay in his houses of the 

1. Edwin B. Barrett, "Little Dorrit and the Disease of Modern 
Life," Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 25 (1970), 210. 
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past. To be sure, the houses are old: antiquity is part of the very 

essence of Europe for James. But except for the decaying Venetian house 

in The Aspern Papers, the houses are not structurally weak. The Ameri

can houses in "The Jolly Corner" are very sound. Poynton is in its 

glory, although James makes a point in this work about the moral decline 

and decay of the family. The London house in The Sense of the Past is 

filled with the past, but it is not infirm, and none of the houses in 

The Portrait of a Lady—Albany, Gardencourt, or the Italian houses—is 

ready to crumble. These are all houses of the past, but James apparent

ly cares little for the melodramatic effects of decay, dry rot, and mold. 

Perhaps this is because James does not see, as Hawthorne and Dickens do, 

an inevitable decline and decay of aristocracy. He does not stress the 

morally decaying effects of arrogance about one's past, so we do not see 

a parallel decline of the houses. 

Metonymy 

All three authors insist that their houses are much more than inanimate 

living quarters. The houses have human characteristics. Hawthorne's 

houses even look human: Peter Goldthwaite's house is described as 

"beetle-browed" and frowning ("PGT," p. 385). And about the House of 

the Seven Gables, the narrator says: "The aspect of the venerable man

sion has always affected me like a human countenance, bearing the traces 

not merely of outward storm and sunshine, but expressive, also, of the 

long lapse of mortal life, and accompanying vicissitudes that have 

passed within" (H7G, p. 5). R. H. Fogle points out that the house is 
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described in human terms but that Judge Pyncheon is described as a house 

in terms of physical massiveness and darkness, with the image of a bur

ied corpse beneath a handsome building. The house, in other words, has 

some human qualities, and the Judge lacks many. Hawthorne clearly sug

gests parallels between the Pyncheon house and the living Pyncheon fami

ly. Very much like Poe's House of Usher, the Pyncheon house shivers in 

a storm just as the family is shaken by a crisis (H7G, p. 223), it iso

lates the family as the family isolates itself, and it decays and dies 

as the family does. Dorothy Van Ghent offers the key to all this in her 

article "The Dickens World: A View from Todgers's." What she says about 

Dickens seems to apply to Hawthorne as well. As characters lose their 

2 
humanity, the things around them seem to absorb it and become animated. 

So as the Pyncheon family becomes detached from the human community, 

their house becomes more and more human. 

Hawthorne's houses have some human characteristics, but when we 

compare them to the houses of Dickens, they seem almost inanimate. To 

be sure, they have human faces. But compare Hawthorne's descriptions 

with those of Dickens: 

It was a corner house, with great wide areas containing cel
lars frowned upon by barred windows, and leered at by crooked-
eyed doors leading to dust-bins. It was a house of dismal 
state. . . . (D&S, p. 21) 

It was a double house, with long, narrow, heavily-framed win
dows. Many years ago, it had had it in its mind to slide 

1. Richard H. Fogle, Hawthorne's Fiction: The Light and the 
Dark (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), p. 139. 

2. Van Ghent, "Dickens World," p. 421. 
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down sideways; it had been propped up, however, and was lean
ing on some half-dozen gigantic crutches. . . . (LP, p. 31) 

Impassive, as behooves its high breeding, the Dedlock town 
house stares at the other houses in the street of dismal gran
deur, and gives no outward sign of anything going wrong 
within. (BH, p. 760) 

This difference occurs because, in the works of Hawthorne, the past 

hides secrets from the characters. Hawthorne insists that it is very 

hard to know the past fully and accurately. The past will not yield up 

its secrets easily. The best we can do, as his tales show, is attempt 

to reconstruct the past from the many versions of it existing in legends. 

So the house which represents the past often sits inanimate, hiding its 

secrets and treasures. In the work of Dickens, however, there is a 

closer relation between the people and their houses. The house often 

represents a single person. And Dickens is concerned less with the past 

hiding secrets from people than with people hiding secrets from each 

other. 

Dickens's method, as J. Hillis Miller has said, is to describe 

the externals extensively in order to get at the truth inside a thing or 

person. Dickens seeks the truth hidden behind the surface appearance of 

things, Miller says, "But he sought this truth not so much by going be

hind the surface as by giving an exhaustive inventory of the surface it

self."''' In other words, to get at the truth about the character inside 

the house Dickens describes the house at great length. This is the 

strategy of metonymy, as Miller explains in his essay on Sketches by 

1. Miller, Dickens, p. xvi. 
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Boz: "The matonymic reciprocity between a person and his surroundings, 

his clothes, furniture, house, and so on, is the basis for the metaphor

ical substitutions so frequent in Dickens's fiction."''' As Dorothy Van 

Ghent indicates, we often see something gone awry in the Dickens world. 

People lose their essential humanity for various reasons, and the things 

around them pick it up. For example, in this passage from Little Dorrit, 

the houses are described as people, then Merdle's dinner guests as houses 

sitting around the table: 

Like unexceptionable Society, the opposing rows of houses in 
Harley Street were very grim with one another. Indeed, the 
mansions and their inhabitants were so much alike in that re
spect, that the people were often to be found drawn up on op
posite sides of dinner-tables, in the shade of their own 
loftiness, staring at the other side of the way with the 
dullness of the houses. 

Everybody knows how like the street the two dinner-rows 
of people who take their stand by the street will be. The 
expressionless uniform twenty houses, all to be knocked at 
and rung at in the same form, all approachable by the same 
dull steps, all fended off by the same pattern of railing, 
all with the same impracticable fire-escapes, the same incon
venient fixtures in their heads, and everything without ex
ception to be taken at a high valuation—who has not dined 
with these? The house so drearily out of repair, the occa
sional bow-window, the stuccoed house, the newly-fronted 
house, the corner house with nothing but angular rooms, the 
house with the blinds always down, the house with the hatch
ment always up, the house where the collector has called for 
one quarter of an Idea, and found nobody at home—who has not 
dined with these? The house that nobody will take, and is 
to be had at a bargain—who does not know her? The showy 
house that was taken for life by the disappointed gentleman, 

1. J. Hillis Miller, "Sketches by Boz, Oliver Twist, and 
Cruikshank's Illustrations," in Dickens Centennial Essays, ed. Ada 
Nisbet and Blake Nevius (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1971), p. 97. 
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and which does not suit him at all—who is unacquainted with 
that haunted habitation? (LP, p. 246) 

The houses here are as much alive as Merdle's collection of dignitaries. 

A number of critics have remarked on this relation between peo

ple and houses in the work of Dickens. Taylor Stoehr mentions the mutu

al influence of people and houses: "In the world of Little Dorrit houses 

are never mere shelters; they are the prisons of civilization, engaged 

in a subtle interaction with their prisoners, whereby a house cramps and 

twists its inhabitants into some inhuman shape . . . while in turn the 

architecture of the dweller's soul seems to influence the structure of 

his dwelling.""'' He echoes Miller when he says the surfaces of things 

speak for their inner condition. Robert Barnard, in his study of 

Dickens's imagery, comments on the use of the house to symbolize the 

state of mind of the inhabitants. He even says there is eventual 

confusion between characters and houses. Raymond Williams further ex

plains that Dickens has an urban perception, "a perception . . . that 

the most evident inhabitants of cities are buildings, and that there is 

at once a connection and a confusion between the shapes and appearance 

of buildings and the real shapes and appearances of the people who live 

O 
in them." Many of these critics point out just what is happening in 

the novels: the houses do represent the people, and the people influence 

1. Taylor Stoehr, Dickens: The Dreamer's Stance (Ithaca: Cor
nell University Press, 1965), pp. 189-90. 

2. Stoehr, p. 54; Barnard, Imagery and Theme, p. 96; Raymond 
Williams, The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1970), p. 34. 
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or shape their houses and environments. But Miller and Van Ghent seem 

to get to the very heart of the matter: Dickens believes that the ex

ternals reveal the internal nature of the thing, and as Van Ghent in

sists, the externals become animated when the internal being is 

spiritually unhealthy. 

James's method seems to derive from both Hawthorne and DJ.ckens. 

In "The Jolly Corner" and The Sense of the Past, the past hides secrets 

from the characters. These houses are given few human characteristics. 

James stresses merely the spaciousness of the house on the jolly corner 

and says the house had been "superlatively extended and consecrated" 

("JC," p. 437), but he does not describe its appearance in detail. Sim

ilarly, Ralph Pendrel's London house is described as "a mere town tene

ment" (SP, p. 42), but "poetry undefiled" (SP, p. 44). Both "The Jolly 

Corner" and The Sense of the Past, written late in James's career, dem

onstrate his primary concern with the character's perceptions. Because 

James wants the reader to see through the character's window in the 

House of Fiction, he does not describe the external house but stresses 

the character's view of the house and its contents. 

However, in The Portrait of £i Lady James uses the house to make 

strong statements about the characters. J. W. Beach is partially cor

rect when he says that one aspect of James's method consists of doling 

out information in bits until, at the end of the book, the whole truth 

is known.''' But if we pay attention to James's description of the 

1. Joseph Warren Beach, The Method of Henry James (Philadelphia: 
Saifer, 1954), p. 50. 
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houses in The Portrait of 3l_ Lady we see the events of the book fore

shadowed. Madame Merle says, when Isabel claims not to care about 

houses: 

That's very crude of you. When you've lived as long as I you'll 
see that every human being has his shell and that you must take 
the shell into account. . . . What shall we call our 'self'? 
... It overflows into everything that belongs to us—and then 
it flows back again. I know a large part of myself is in the 
clothes I choose to wear. I've a great respect for things! 
One's self—for other people—is one's expression of one's 
self; and one's house, one's furniture, one's garments, the 
books one reads, the company one keeps—these things are all 
expressive. (PL, I, pp. 277-8) 

Not that Madame Merle always speaks for James. She is one of the manip

ulating villains of the book, not one of James's sensitive or reliable 

observers. But as James suggests in this passage, one's personality 

has external, material manifestations. By the way James uses a detailed 

description of the house to reveal character, he signals that he agrees 

with Madame Merle about the connection between people and things.''" The 

best example of this relationship is the description of Osmond's house 

in Florence: 

The villa was a long, rather blauk-looking structure. . . . 
The house had a front upon a little grassy, empty piazza which 
occupied a part of the hill-top; and this front, pierced with 
a few windows in irregular relations and furnished with a 
stone bench . . . —this antique, solid, weather-worn, yet im
posing front had a somewhat incommunicative character. It was 
the mask, not the face of the house. It had heavy lids, but 
no eyes; the house in reality looked another way—looked off 

1. On this point see Edwin T. Bowden, Themes of Henry James: A 
System of Observation through the Visual Arts (New Haven: Yale Univer
sity Press, 1956), p. 55; Viola Hopkins Winner, Henry James and the Vi
sual Arts (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1970), p. 
140. 
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behind, into splendid openness and the range of the afternoon 
light. . . . The windows of the ground-floor, as you saw them 
from the piazza were, in their noble proportions, extremely 
architectural; but their functions seemed less to offer com
munication with the world than to defy the world to look in. 
They were massively crossbarred, and placed at such a height 
that curiosity, even on tiptoe, expired before it reached 
them. (PL, I, pp. 325-6) 

As R. W. Stallman indicates, this description hints at Osmond's "moral 

obliquity.11"'" Osmond has "irregular relations" with Madame Merle, and 

like his windows he arrogantly defies the world: "His ambition was not 

to please the world, but to please himself by exciting the world's cu

riosity and then declining to satisfy it" (PL, II, p. 145). 

Also significant is the room in the Roman hotel where Osmond 

proposes to Isabel. It is hideously gaudy, and, as Stallman suggests, 

Osmond's choice of this room belies the sincerity of his professed love. 

James also describes, through Ned Rosier's eyes, the Plaza Roccanera, 

the house Osmond and Isabel inhabit in Rome: 

In a palace, too, little Pansy lived—a palace by Roman measure, 
but a dungeon to poor Rosier's apprehensive mind. It seemed to 
him of evil omen that the young lady he wished to marry, and 
whose fastidious father he doubted of his ability to conciliate, 
should be immured in a kind of domestic fortress, a pile which 
bore a stern old Roman name, which smelt of historic deeds, of 
crime and craft and violence, which was mentioned in "Murray" 
and visited by tourists who looked, on a vague survey, disap
pointed and depressed. . . . (PL, II, p. 100) 

1. Stallman, p. 184; for more parallels between Osmond and his 
house, see Christof Weglin, "The American as a Young Lady," in Twentieth 
Century Interpretations of The Portrait of a Lady (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1968), p. 56; and Van Ghent, English Novel, p. 259. 

2. Stallman, p. 190. 
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Although Ned's view is melodramatic and immature, this description of 

the Plaza Roccanera accurately hints at the human relations inside. It 

is this house which symbolizes the Osmond marriage. Isabel comes to re

alize the true nature of her situation and her house during her midnight 

vigil: 

She could live it over again, the incredulous terror with 
which she had taken the measure of her dwelling. Between those 
four walls she had lived ever since; they were to surround her 
for the rest of her life. It was the house of darkness, the 
house of dumbness, the house of suffocation. Osmond's beauti
ful mind gave it neither light nor air; Osmond's beautiful mind 
indeed seemed to peep down from a small high window and mock 
at her. (PL, II, p. 196) 

In this remarkable passage, James describes, as a house of misery, 

Isabel's actual house, her marriage, and her husband's mind. This 

"dwelling" is "the mansion of [Osmond's] own habitation" (PL, II, p. 

196), the dwelling place of his body as well as his mind. 

Gender 

All three authors, with their metonymic strategy, insist that a 

character's habitation reflects his soul. But the house of the past is 

not only alive, it has a gender which also gives a clue to the spiritual 

state of the character inside. The houses of James and Hawthorne are 

clearly masculine. Gardencourt is Mr. Touchett's passion and is associ

ated with him and Ralph, not Mrs. Touchett. Osmond's house in Florence 

embodies his taste and personality. Plaza Roccanera in Rome also re

flects Osmond, not Isabel. Pansy explains to Ned Rosier that Osmond has 

directed the decoration of the rooms: "It's papa's taste; he has so 
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much" (PL, II, p. 110). Ralph Pendrel's London house in The Sense of 

the Past is inherited from an old bachelor; the principal characters 

there are Ralph and the future-looking young man. The Freudian critics 

insist that the house on the jolly corner, the scene of Spencer Brydon's 

happy childhood, is a blatantly female symbol,"'' but this seems indefen

sible. This house of the past is the scene of a confrontation between 

Brydon and what he thinks he might have been. Brydon and his alter ego 

are the only beings in the house. There is no evidence in the story of 

any spirit or influence of the feminine in the house. 

Roy Male discusses the symbolism of the House of the Seven Gab

les at length. He says the house represents the human heart and human 

psyche as well as the hereditary forces acting on the Pyncheons. But he 

keeps returning to the idea that the house is feminine, as opposed to 

the active, masculine, mercantile street.Z He insists, "Where the house 

is organic, temporal, feminine, and integrated, the street is essential-

3 
ly mechanical, spatial, masculine, and atomistic. . . ." Male makes a 

good point about the house of the past contrasting with the present of 

the street, but he fails to see that the House of the Seven Gables is 

clearly a masculine house. It is the Colonel who broods over the parlor, 

the Colonel who furnished the room where most of the action takes place 

and who forbade any changes there. Alice, with her harpsichord and po

sies, had a little feminine influence, and Phoebe's feminine touch 

1. Robert Rogers, "The Beast in Henry James," American Imago, 
13 (1956), 436. 

2. Male, p. 119. 

3. Male, p. 128. 
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cheers the inhabitants and lightens the interior of the house, but its 

essence remains unchanged. The house is a thoroughly masculine reflec

tion of Colonel Pyncheon. In "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure" the only 

female is a feeble old cook who rarely leaves the kitchen. Peter and 

his male ancestors determine the gender of this house. In Doctor Grim-

shawe's Secret the question of the male line dominates the romance. 

There is no feminine influence on the estate except for the woman over 

whom the brothers might have quarrelled. 

I emphasize the gender of houses because the authors contrast 

these miserable houses of the past with the houses of the present. For 

1 
Hawthorne, the true hearth and home are feminine. The stern and gloomy 

House of the Seven Gables and the cold, comfortless house of Peter Gold

thwaite are miserable because they are masculine. They lack the touch 

of a household angel who, with her great capacity for loving her family, 

is associated only with the present. Phoebe chases some of the shadows 

and rats away from the House of the Seven Gables because she is so much 

the spirit of the present. As Clark Griffith points out, she knows very 

2 little about even the Pyncheon past and a great deal about housekeeping. 

In James's "The Jolly Corner" and The Sense of the Past, as I 

shall point out in Chapter IV, the men are rescued from the masculine 

houses of the past by women, an indication that the thing most essential

ly wrong with the house of the past is its lack of the feminine. 

1. Samuel Scoville, III, "The Domestic Motif in Hawthorne: A 
Study of the House, the Family, and the Home in His Works," DAI, 31/06-A 
(1970), 2889 (Duke). 

2. Griffith, p. 89. 
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Throughout his fiction, James portrays no happy hearths and few comfort

able houses. Richard Gill in Happy Rural Seat, a study of the English 

country house in fiction, argues that for James the country house was a 

symbol of peace and community.This is partially true of Gardencourt, 

although we first, see it only througjh the romantic eyes of Isabel. How

ever, later it becomes a house of death. In The Princess Casamassima 

Hyacinth sees Medley as the gracious embodiment of the best of English 

life. But it is in very poor repair and only briefly and cheaply rented 

to the Princess. Poynton is exquisite until we remember the quarrels, 

division, resentment, and selfishness it causes. Ricks, the country 

cottage of a maiden aunt, greatly pleases Fleda Vetch because it is a 

reflection of the lovely woman's life, but Mrs. Gereth disdains it. And 

Fawns in The Golden Bowl is the scene of the intense and painful strug

gles of the four members of the family circle. 

James's English houses do not always reflect order and community. 

And certainly James gives us no visions of domestic bliss. It is the 

continental houses, however, like the Bellegardes' in The American, which 

become really sinister. Of the Paris house, Newman says^ "... that 

dark old house over there looks as if wicked things had been done in it, 

and might be done again" (A, p. 111). He thinks the family chateau 

looks "like a Chinese penetentiary" (A, p. 406). "It had given occasion, 

first and last, to tyrannies and sufferings enough, Newman said to him

self; it was an evil-looking place to live in. . . . What a horrible 

1. Richard Gill, Happy Rural Seat: The English Country House 
and the Literary Imagination (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1972), 
pp. 14 and 27. 
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rubbish-heap of iniquity to fumble in!" (A, p. 425). In The Portrait of 

a^ Lady one of the most frightening qualities of the Italian houses is 

their complete domination by Osmond. The long description already quot

ed of Osmond's Florence house makes us see it clearly as an exquisite 

trap. The description of the house in Rome being completely decorated 

and controlled by Osmond immediately suggests the nature and tensions 

of Osmond's marriage to Isabel. He seeks complete domination over her 

and will not accept any assertion of her taste or spirit. The charac

ters of Hawthorne and James who dwell in houses exclusively masculine 

are in spiritual danger. For both Hawthorne and James the influence of 

the feminine is the spirit of the present. The woman brings the domes

tic happiness which helps the unhappy man escape his obsession with the 

past. 

On the question of gender, the Dickens houses again pose prob

lems. Many of Dickens's houses are masculine, but except for Doiribey's 

house and Bleak House under Tom Jarndyce, they are not necessarily mis

erable: Solomon Gills's house in Dombey and Son is not; nor is George's 

shooting gallery in Bleak House. In Our Mutual Friend the Boffins' 

parlor is precisely divided, half his, half hers; more often the Dickens 

houses are feminine. Besides Mrs. Clennam's house, Satis House, and 

Mrs. Joe's, there are the houses of David Copperfield: Blunderstone 

Rookery is associated with David's mother, Wakefield's with Agnes, Dover 

with Betsey, and the marriage house with Dora. Many of Dickens's femi

nine houses, like Mrs. Clennam's, Satis House, the Jellyby's, Mrs. 

Steerforth's, and Miss Wade's, are entirely miserable. Dickens does 
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not simply say that a feminine touch will cheer every house; he portrays 

too many spiritually sick women for that. Phillip Collins, in a passing 

comment about Bleak House, suggests that the gender of the Dickens 

houses is less important than the fireplaces: "... the state of the 

fireplace distinguishes the good housekeepers from the bad, thus illus

trating the domestic and feminine themes of the novel. . . . The 

fireplaces in the houses of Bleak House, he insists, give clues to the 

state of the soul of the owner of the house. Clean hearths with cheer

ful, large fires indicate spiritual health. Anything else indicates 

some disorder or stinginess or sickness of the soul. The Jellybys never 

have a decent fire, for example, and the fire at Chesney Wold does not 

warm the damp, cold rooms. But when they first arrive at Bleak House, 

Ada, Richard, and Esther are invited by John Jarndyce to warm them

selves before an enormous fire. If we expand this idea we can, perhaps, 

apply it fairly to the other novels. The light or darkness of the 

house hints at the spiritual state of its owner. Miss Havisham shuts 

out the light and with it every healthy influence of the present. But 

Joe's forge is very bright with his fire, and Joe is always associated 

with the comfort and light of the fire, even in the kitchen, where the 

only happy moments young Pip knows are shared with Joe by the hearth. 

Mrs. Joe's pride, her parlor, is dark and cold, but the parlor is open 

and very light when Pip returns to the forge on the day of Joe and 

1. Philip A. W. Collins, A Critical Commentary on Dickens's 
Bleak House (London: Macmillan, 1971), p. 44. 
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Biddy's wedding. Dickens emphasizes the darkness of Pombey's house and 

Tom-All-Alone's; he contrasts the darkness of Mrs. Clennam's rooms and 

"the collapsed fire in the middle of the grate, bordered on either hand 

by a deep cold black ravine" (LP, p. 179) with the light, "cleanliness 

and air" (LP, p. 291) of Little Porrit's room in the Marshalsea. Light 

in the Pickens houses is a sign of spiritual health because with the 

light come comfort, cleanliness, order, and sanity. 

Pickens does not make any easy sexual distinctions, but he does 

forcefully contrast the house of the past—dark, airless, decaying, dis

eased—with the healthy house of the present—spacious, airy, light, and 

orderly, usually presided over by a household angel, a spirit of the 

present.^" Most often the happy hearths are feminine, like Biddy's 

hearth, for example, and Agnes's and Esther's, but the important things 

at Pickens's happy hearths are charity, compassion, forgiveness, and 

cheerfulness, whether they are embodied in a male or a female. Pickens 

doubtless knew Ruskin's definition: "This is the true nature of home— 

it is the place of Peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but 

o 
from all terror, doubt, and division." 

The houses of the past of Hawthorne, Pickens, and James are all 

miserable places. And each author emphasizes that the reason for the 

misery lies in the soul of the inhabitant of the house. The characters 

who will not live in the present because of the value they attach to an 

imagined past condemn themselves to live in dark prisons of the body and 

1. On the matter of the household angel, see Welsh, pp. 142-44. 

2. John Ruskin, "Of Queens' Gardens," in Sesame and Lilies 
(New York; John Wiley and Sons, 1883), p. 91. 



spirit. The characters can sometimes escape the past and their houses, 

as I shall show in the next chapter, and live in homes such as Ruskin 

describes, but it takes a great assertion of will and a good deal of 

help from others for one who has immured himself in the past to escape 

his prison. 



CHAPTER IV 

RETURN AND RESOLUTION 

Since the fictional house is, as we have seen, a projection of 

the character's identity and imagination, the character's relations to 

the house of the past change as he learns about the past and about him

self. In Little Dorrit Dickens says, "Most men will be found sufficient

ly true to themselves to be true to an old idea. It is no proof of an 

inconstant mind, but exactly the opposite, when the idea will not bear 

close comparison with the reality, and the contrast is a fatal shock to 

it" (LP, p. 150). The fictional character, through knowledge he has 

gained or the kind of fatal shock Dickens mentions, comes to see his 

house of the past as the prison it is, just as he finds that his inter

pretation of the past is false and imprisoning. He then desires to es

cape from the house and from the past. Although the development of the 

characters, their realizations about the past, and the kind of peace 

they make with the past differ from novel to novel, there emerges a com

mon pattern from the works. Finally the characters cannot live in the 

past or in houses of the past. As they come to understand the nature of 

the past and establish a satisfactory relation with it, there is a paral

lel purging or destruction of the house. Pater's image in the Conclusion 

to The Renaissance describes exactly what happens to the character in the 

house of the imagined past. Pater says that experience "is ringed round 

for each one of us by that thick wall of personality through which no 

119 
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real voice has ever pierced," that every impression "is the impression 

of the individual in his isolation, each mind keeping as a solitary 

1 prisoner its own dream of a world." In order to escape from the house 

of the past, the character must clearly see that it is his own dream of 

the past which has held him prisoner there. 

Return and Departure 

Hawthorne, Dickens, and James all play variations on a pattern 

of return to and departure from the house of the past. As M. H. Abrams 

suggests, a circular pattern or vertical spiral aptly describes the 

n 

progress of the Romantic hero, whose "internal circuitous quest," like 

the quest of the Prodigal Son, takes him "out of and back toward [his] 

O 
original home." The hero achieves, according to Abrams, "not the sim

ple unity of origin, but the complex unity of the terminus of the pro

cess of cumulative division and reintegration."^ In short, "the 

beginning and end of the journey is man's ancestral home. . . ."^ In 

many cases in nineteenth-century fiction this is just what happens. The 

hero is a Prodigal Son figure who, like Waverley and Pendennis, returns 

home at last. However, when home is the house of the past, the charac

ter cannot stay and be psychologically integrated there. If he stays, 

1. Walter Pater, The Renaissance (London: Macmillan, 1900), 
p. 235. 

2. M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism (New York: Norton, 
1971), p. 184. 

3. Abrams, p. 194. 

4. Abrams, p. 185. 

5. Abrams, p. 255. 
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the house must be purged of the past. Mare often, the character takes 

one step more than Abrams outlines and leaves his home for good. Some

times a character returns to the house to make his peace with himself 

and his past; then he departs. In other cases he escapes briefly from 

the house of the past before he can achieve a final return and depar

ture. At other times, when the characters have lived for a long time in 

the house of the past, there is a simple departure. 

This last pattern, of course, is the one that occurs in 

Hawthorne's "Peter Goldthwaite's Treasure." Peter finds that the trea

sure from the past is worthless, that the past is a hoax. His imagina

tion had made his house into a treasure chest. The legends and 

traditions he had believed about the past had made it into a golden time 

of fabulous wealth. In spite of his attic full of foolery and vanity 

from the past, showing it to be essentially no different than the pres

ent, Peter has believed in the sagacity and craftiness of his ancestors. 

When he finds a trunk full of old rags and worthless bonds, he can no 

longer believe in his version of the past. The past now is a cheap 

fraud, a sham. Peter's view of the past has been gutted and is as pre

cariously tottering as his old house. Since his dream about the past is 

shattered, he begins to dream about the money he will get for the house 

from John Brown, who will finish tearing it down to make way for the 

present and future. We do not see the actual destruction of the house 

at the end of the story, but Hawthorne leaves us in no doubt as to its 

fate. The house is destroyed, just as Peter's dreams about the treasure 

are destroyed. As we shall see later, Hawthorne is not sanguine about 
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Peter's ability to live in the present or the future. Peter will be a 

dreamer, an inaccurate interpreter, a creator of fictions wherever he 

is. But after his discovery of the "treasure" he can no longer live in 

the past or the house of the past. His departure from both his fantasy 

and his house is final. 

Unlike Peter Goldthwaite, Ned Redelyffe has never lived in the 

house of the past. But he has sought the house of his family past and 

his national past as he sought for answers to questions about his iden

tity. As we saw in Chapter III, when he enters the house of the past, 

he becomes a prisoner, first because of the spell the past casts over 

him, later because the Italian Lord Braithwaite hides him in a secret 

chamber. It is here than he finds the casket he has sought for so long. 

His silver key opens it, and he finds that 

The entire, mysterious coffer was full of golden ringlets, 
abundant, clustering through the whole coffer, and living 
with elasticity, so as immediately, as it were, to flow 
over the sides of the coffer, and rise in large abundance 
from the long compression. . . . —the lustre of the pre
cious and miraculous hair gleaming and glistening, and 
seeming to add light to the gloomy room. . . . (DGS, p. 188) 

Trying to decide just what this treasure box from the past should con

tain besides the gold curls, Hawthorne considers at one point a parch

ment which would explain all the mysteries of the family sin and lost 

heir, but which has crumbled with age into dust, still leaving the pres

ent ignorant about the past (DGS, p. 119). With characteristic vacilla

tion and obvious dissatisfaction, Hawthorne changes his mind several 

times about the contents of the coffer, but the only idea he never gives 
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up is the idea of the gold ringlets because the beautiful remains of a 

beloved woman reinforce the theme of the romance. Ned Redclyffe seeks 

the secret to his identity but finds instead a witness that the greatest 

treasures of the past were human treasures and a reminder that he ought 

to value human treasures in the present more than documents or gold from 

the past. As S. Scoville says, "The value of Hawthorne's treasures is 

often realized in spirit rather than in substance, the substance itself 

generally being of questionable worth, yet providing a clue or an in

sight into the nature of man's treasures and his values."^ 

Ned is rescued from his literal prison in the house of the past 

by the old pensioner, the true heir to the property, and Doctor Grim-

shawe's Secret ends with Ned's departure from the house, perhaps to be 

united with Elsie, the spritely playmate of his childhood. Hawthorne 

does not specify what will happen to Braithwaite Hall. Ned's departure 

from the house parallels his freedom from his imprisoning fantasies 

about his identity and about the value of the past. Edgar Dryden notes 

Redclyffe's sense of relief,^ and R. H. Pearce also correctly describes 

the mood of the end of Doctor Grimshawe's Secret: in the last of 

Hawthorne's romances, Pearce suggests, the young man discovers an alien 

past and is grateful for the discovery, for his sudden irresponsibility 

3 
toward the past. Ned has not found his past or his identity, but he 

1. Samuel Scoville, III, "Hawthorne's Houses and Hidden Trea
sures," ESQ, 71 (1973), 71-2. 

2. Dryden, Poetics, p. 169. 

3. Roy H. Pearce, "Hawthorne and the Sense of the Past, or, The 
Immortality of Major Molineux," ELH, 21 (1954), 347. 
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has emphatically found out who he is not, and he is relived to escape 

from his self-imposed bondage of the past and leave the house of the 

imagined past to crumble. Hawthorne says, . . Etherege finds him

self at once deprived of all kindred, and left in a truly American con

dition" (DGS, p. 128). Redclyffe will return to America and live in the 

present, free of foolish dreams about the past. 

In The House of the Seven Gables there is a more complex pattern 

of return and departure and a more complicated relation to the past. 

Clifford and Hepzibah, as we saw in Chapter III, have been prisoners of 

their view of the past. Both are misfits in the world of the present, 

and Hepzibah especially has lived on dreams of a treasure from the past. 

An additional lock on their prison door has been the influence Judge 

Jaffrey Pyncheon has over the two of them: they fear his power to send 

Clifford back to prison. When the Judge dies in the parlor, they flee 

from the house, partly in fear, partly with a sense of having been re

leased from the spell of the Pyncheon past. Although Clifford and 

Hepzibah are Pyncheons to the core, they are not personifications of the 

Pyncheon evil as much as the Judge is, and with his death, the last of 

the Pyncheon evil dies. So in this sense Clifford and Hepzibah feel they 

are free from the past, and they speed away on the train, the representa

tion of the present and future, a symbol of the modern, mechanized world. 

Clifford's ecstatic rejection of the past and his praise for the present 

and future echo Holgrave's earlier speeches: "The past is but a coarse 

and sensual prophecy of the present and the future" (H7G, pp. 259-60). 

But as Clifford and Hepzibah quickly learn, their flight from the past 
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is not an escape. As R. H. Fogle says, the sense of freedom on the 

train is "momentary, delusory, wild.""'' And as R. H. Fossum adds, 

Clifford and Hepzibah learn what Hawthorne already knows, that "movement 

2 does not mean escape." At the end of their ride, Clifford and Hepzibah 

confront the past again, not in the form of their old house or the curse 

from the Pyncheon past, but in another scene of ruin and decay. The 

train which has been carrying them away from the past and hurtling them, 

according to Clifford, into the future lets them off at the end of the 

line, and they find 

. . .  a  w o o d  c h u r c h ,  b l a c k  w i t h  a g e ,  a n d  i n  a  d i s m a l  s t a t e  o f  
ruin and decay, with broken windows, a great rift through the 
main body of the edifice, and a rafter dangling from the top 
of the square tower. Farther off was a farm-house, in the old 
style, as venerably black as the church, with a roof sloping 
downward from the three-story peak, to within a man's height 
of the ground. It seemed uninhabited. There were the relics 
of a wood-pile, indeed, near the door, but with grass sprout
ing up among the chips and scattered logs. (H7G, p. 266) 

As the ruins in this scene show Clifford and Hepzibah, the past is ines

capable, and since they have nowhere else to go, and since they have not 

really come to terms with their own past yet, they must return to their 

house. C. Lohman says this return signals Clifford's and Hepzibah's ac-

3 
ceptance of their past and their fate, but this is not quite accurate. 

Clifford and Hepzibah may have accepted the fact that they cannot easily 

1. Fogle, Hawthorne's Fiction, p. 138. 

2. Fossum, Hawthorne's Circle, p. 134. 

3. Christoph Lohman, "The Burden of the Past in Hawthorne's 
American Romances," South Atlantic Quarterly, 66 (1967), 97. 
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escape the past, but they seem to return to the house in order to have 

the final confrontation with their past. 

In their absence, there has been a kind of purging of the House 

of the Seven Gables. The house, of course, does not burn or collapse; 

there is, as M. Cunliffe points out, little of the melodrama Hawthorne 

might have used in the ending of the book."'' But as Terence Martin and 

R. H. Fogle suggest, the Judge's death has a cleansing or purging effect 

o 
on the house. As the Judge sits dead all night in the chair, a storm 

passes over the house: 

The wind has veered about.' It now comes boisterously from 
the northwest, and, taking hold of the aged framework of 
the Seven Gables, gives it a shake, like a wrestler that 
would try strength with his antagonist. . . . The old house 
creaks again, and makes a vociferous but somewhat unintel
ligible bellowing in its sooty throat . . . partly in com
plaint at the rude wind, but rather, as befits their century 
and half of hostile intimacy, in tough defiance. (H7G, p. 277) 

By the morning, however, the mood has changed: 

The dreary night—for, oh, how dreary seems its haunted 
waste, behind us!—gives place to a fresh, transparent 
cloudless morn. Blessed, blessed radiance! The daybeam 
—even what little of it finds its way into this always 
dusky parlor—seems part of the universal benediction, 
annulling evil, and rendering all goodness possible, and 
happiness attainable. (H7G, p. 282) 

Terence Martin says of this passage: "A general sense of exhilaration 

O 
pervades the story after the Judge's death." Much of the evil of the 

1. Cunliffe, p. 85. 

2. Terence Martin, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New York: Twayne Press 
of College and University Press, 1965), p. 139; Fogle, Hawthorne's Fic
tion, p. 135. 

3. Martin, p. 139. 
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Pyncheon line has died with the Judge, and his death has begun to purify 

the house. 

Also during Clifford and Hepzibah's absence, Phoebe has returned. 

She has been able to come and go from the house at will. Not taking any 

pride in the Pyncheon past or even having much knowledge of it, not 

dreaming of any treasure from the past or even any treasure at all ex

cept human love in the present, and not being associated with the 

Pyncheon crime or curse, she is no prisoner of the past. Nevertheless, 

she has returned to the house of the past rather like a rescuing angel, 

because of her affection for Clifford and Hepzibah and her love for 

Holgrave.. The love she and Holgrave share helps to expiate the Pyncheon 

sin and relieve the curse from the past. Because of this love, Clifford 

and Hepzibah feel they return more to Eden than to their old house of 

the past. Hawthorne says that with the declaration of their love, 

Phoebe and Holgrave are "conscious of nothing sad nor old. They trans

figured the earth, and made it Eden again, and themselves the two first 

dwellers in it" (H7G, p. 307). And Clifford exclaims, "I thought of 

you both, as we came down the street, and beheld Alice's posies in full 

bloom. And so the flower of Eden has bloomed, likewise, in this old, 

darksome house to-day" (H7G, p. 308). 

But there is still one more step in the freeing of the Pyncheons 

from the House of the Seven Gables. They must discover the treasure in 

the house and be released from the spell of the old Colonel. As Holgrave 

shows them the hidden cavity behind the portrait of the Colonel, the 

portrait falls face down on the floor, and the treasure is revealed: 
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"A recess in the wall was thus brought to light, in which lay an object 

so covered with a century's dust that it could not immediately be recog

nized as a folded sheet of parchment. Holgrave opened it, and displayed 

an ancient deed, signed with the hieroglyphics of several Indian saga

mores, and conveying to Colonel Pyncheon and his heirs, forever, a vast 

extent of territory at the Eastward" (H7G, p. 316). Although the proud 

and greedy Colonel may have tricked or robbed the Indians, just as he 

robbed Maule, the deed might at one time have been a valuable treasure, 

but the old Colonel kept his progeny under such bondage that, because of 

his instructions, they would not remove his gloomy portrait from the 

wall and thus could not discover the deed. The final step in the re

lease of the Pyncheons from the house of the past seems to be the recog

nition that the past is of little value to the present. It is not quite 

the hoax that Peter Goldthwaite discovered, but certainly the treasures 

of the past are of no monetary value to the present. Perhaps they are 

only valuable in showing the characters the dangers of fictionalizing 

about the past and placing too great a value on their dreams. By great

ly revering the past and by believing in their own interpretations of 

it, the characters have held themselves in foolish bondage. 

With these realizations, Clifford and Hepzibah, the last of the 

real Pyncheons, are cured of their Pyncheon greed and pride and can 

leave their old house behind. Michael Bell and Austin Warren indicate 

that only Phoebe and Holgrave escape from the past. Bell says that it 

is their marriage that frees the two from the past."*" Warren says, 

1. Bell, p. 216. 
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. only the two young visitors in the house escape. The curse has 

been lifted; yet Clifford and Hepzibah have been sacrificed."''' These 

statements are partly true. Phoebe and Holgrave will be able to live 

free from the past. But there is no reason to see Clifford and Hepzibah 

as its prisoners at the end of the book. They are easily able to leave 

their house: "... Clifford and Hepzibah bade a final farewell to the 

abode of their forefathers, with hardly more emotion than if they had 

made it their arrangement to return thither at tea-time" (H7G, p. 318). 

The House of the Seven Gables will finish its gentle decaying, and al

though neither Clifford nor Hepzibah has long to live, they will at 

least live free from the bondage of the past. 

Some critics feel that the ending of The House of the Seven 

Gables is ironic. Hawthorne's preposterous ending cannot be serious, 

they insist, and besides, the characters are merely exchanging one old 

2 house for another. Holgrave makes a sudden transformation from radical 

to conservative and wishes that the house he is going to live in were 

made of stone rather than wood: "Then, every generation of the family 

might have altered the interior, to suit its own taste and convenience; 

while the exterior, through the lapse of years, might have been adding 

venerableness to its original beauty, and thus giving that impression of 

permance which I consider essential to the happiness of any one moment" 

(H7G, pp. 314-5). 

1. Austin Warren, "Introduction," in Nathaniel Hawthorne: 
Representative Selections, ed. Austin Warren (New York: American Book 
Co., 1934), p. xl. 

2. Dryden, Poetics, p. 89; Fossum, Hawthorne's Circle, p. 138. 
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This change in Holgrave's thinking is rather sudden, but I think there 

is no reason to doubt Hawthorne's sincerity at the end of this romance. 

Some critics seem to overlook the fact that, although the Pyncheons will 

inhabit the Judge's old house, it is a house without a curse, without a 

sin they need to expiate since neither their memories nor their ancestors 

link them to the place. Terence Martin adds that in Holgrave's final 

surprising speech about permanence and houses Holgrave shows he has 

achieved a vision of formal stability. While the inside of the house 

can be adapted to changes in fashion, the exterior gives structure, per

manence, and stability, of the sort that the traditions and customs of 

the past lend to society.''' 

The patterns of return and final departure in the novels of 

Dickens are similar to those we find in Hawthorne. The Dickens charac

ters too must leave the houses of the past as they come to understand 

the past and their relations to it. There is a return to the past, a 

confrontation with it or acceptance of it, and a final departure from 

the house of the past. Clennam's return to the past begins Little Dor-

rit. He wants to know the truth about his parents—the truth which his 

foster mother hides—and as he discovers it he learns about his own past 

as well. 

The characters of Little Dorrit all share the problems of a 

great selectivity about their memories of the past but demonstrate a 

number of different relations to the past. Flora's past is pure nostal

gia. For her, because of her manufactured memories of the romance with 

1. Martin, pp. 140-41. 



Arthur, the past is "a purple time when all was ethereal" (LP, p. 622). 

When William Dorrit, on the other hand, is in the Marshalsea, he sees 

his past as a matter for pride: "I tell you, if you could see me as 

your mother saw me, you wouldn't believe it to be the creature you have 

only looked at through the bars of this cage. I was young} I was accom

plished, I was good-looking, I was independent . . . and people sought 

me out, and envied me" (LP, p. 227). But when Porrit is released from 

prison, he cuts himself off from his prison past. For him, his son, and 

Fanny, the p.ast is a great shame, something to be suppressed, concealed, 

and denied. Only Little Porrit and Uncle Frederick calmly accept the 

past. Blandois digs into the past to find material for blackmail. Mrs. 

Clennam sees only sin in the past and lives on the past even while she 

hides it from the world. 

All the while, the Clennam house is decaying. Its melodramatic, 

spectacular collapse occurs when the secrets of the past are no longer 

concealed. In three of the Pickens novels we study here, there is a 

gradual revelation or exposition of the hidden relations between charac

ters. What J. H. Miller says about Bleak House is also true of Great 

Expectations and Little Porrit, namely that the sins of the past are 

hidden, and all the characters "seek or fear some kind of clarity, some 

knowledge about themselves or about one another, some revelation of a 

mystery."^ As these hidden relations are exposed or understood, the past 

is revealed. It is as though the secrets of the past sustained the 

Clennam house, just as they sustained Mrs. Clennam. When the secrets 

1. Miller, Pickens, p. 168. 
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are revealed, the whole literal and figurative structure of Mrs. Clen

nam's life collapses. With the recognition of her own sin and the reve

lation of her past and her secrets, Mrs. Clennam is no longer a prisoner 

in her own house. She runs out to find Little Dorrit and to plead for 

forgiveness. But without the secrets of the past which have sustained 

them for so long, Mrs. Clennam's. body, life, and house collapse into 

ruin. The house "opened asunder in fifty places, collapsed, and fell" 

(LP, p. 793). It is significant that the house does not collapse inward; 

"opened asunder" seems to suggest a kind of explosion outward, as if the 

house could no longer contain all its secrets and burst open. Mrs. 

Clennam drops upon the stones also and never moves again. 

K. J. Fielding suggests that collapse is a major motif in the 

novel. As he points out, Mrs. Clennam's house, Merdle's financial house, 

and William Dorrit's "castle in the air" all collapse into ruin."'" Mr. 

Casby's image as the benign patriarch collapses, too. All of society in 

Little Dorrit seems to be built on the rotten foundations of secrecy and 

deception. When the truth is revealed, the structures, whether individ

ual lives or financial empires, cannot stand. Dickens's theme here about 

the characters' relations to the past is that one cannot deny the past 

as the Dorrits do or conceal it as Mrs. Clennam does or even misremember 

it as Flora does. The past must be seen clearly and accepted calmly. 

In Great Expectations, as Pip's knowledge about the past increas

es, or as he learns about the hidden relations between characters, his 

relations to the houses of his past change. As a young boy, before he 

1. Fielding, p. 179. 
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left for London, he felt that his home at the forge was a prison, that 

his past as a common laboring boy, represented by the forge, kept him 

from rising in the world. With his release from the forge and from his 

bonds in indenture, Pip feels as if "the world lay spread before" him 

(GE, p. 152), as if he is now free from the past. He never returns to 

the forge until the end of the novel, except for the trip down to his 

sister's funeral, and in London he conceals his past as blacksmith ap

prentice. However, the past is still controlling him since it is 

Magwitch's money which he lives on. Pip hides from the past he knows 

but unknowingly lives on the past at the same time. Dickens shows how 

Pip completely misinterprets his past: Pip tries to forget the inci

dent with Magwitch on the marshes since he sees it as both shameful and 

insignificant; he tries to hide his past at the forge since he sees it 

as unworthy of his new position; and as he creates ideal versions of 

Estella and Miss Havisham, he magnifies the significance of his time at 

Satis House, since he sees it as the basis of his new prosperity and 

dreams for the future. 

A great part of Pip's education in London involves learning 

about the past. He learns the story of Compeyson and Miss Havisham from 

Herbert. He learns who his benefactor is when Magwitch reveals himself; 

thus he learns about the relationship between his own present and past. 

He learns about Magwitch's past and Estella's parentage. Finally he 

sees clearly all the ties among Miss Havisham, Estella, Compeyson, 

Magwitch, Molly, and himself. When his knowledge about the past is com

plete, he goes through a symbolic death and rebirth. Following the 
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death of Magwitch, Pip falls dangerously ill and regains consciousness 

feeling like a child again under the care of Joe. It is as though he 

actually is a child again, but this time one who knows and accepts his 

identity. The first thing he does when he is strong enough to travel is 

to return to the house of his past to be reconciled with it. However, 

the house has changed greatly since his last visit. Two things have 

happened. First, Pip's feelings about his old home have changed. He 

now approaches it with feelings of humility, repentance, and thankful

ness. Second, Biddy, the household angel, has purged the house from the 

influence of Mrs. Joe. She has thawed out the parlor and made the house 

a cheerful place: ". . . the best parlor seemed to be in use, for there 

were white curtains fluttering in its window, and the window was open 

and gay with flowers" (GE, p. 453). Pip returns to the house to confront 

and accept his past, and the house, like Pip's interpretation of the 

past, has been changed. It has changed with the irrevocable passing of 

time; Pip has come back to the forge to claim the past as he remembers 

it only to find that his past at the forge is .just a memory, that the 

past has not been preserved, that time has not stood still for Biddy and 

Joe, that their relationship has changed while he has been changing and 

growing up. 

Pip leaves the house of the past since he cannot live there as 

his old self, even though he has seen his past accurately and accepted 

it. The past is a memory now, and he has no place at the forge since it 

has become a house of the present. When he returns to England from the 
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East after his eleven-year absence, he sees the past in a sense repeat

ing itself: "There, smoking his pipe in the old place by the kitchen 

firelight, as hale and as strong as ever, though a little grey, sat Joe; 

and there, fenced into the corner with Joe's leg, and sitting on my own 

little stool looking at the fire, was—I again!" (GE, p. 457). But Pip 

cannot return to childhood. His place at the forge is in the memories 

of Joe and Biddy. But the new Pip lives there in the present, and under 

better circumstances than the old Pip. 

Dickens seems to be saying here that one must remember and ac

cept one's past, never deny it or hide from it, but that one cannot live 

in the past either. It will not be preserved; it must give way to the 

present. Pip cannot step back into the past and live there. He must 

live entirely in the present with his knowledge of himself and the past, 

preserving the past only in memory, as the rest of the spiritually 

healthy characters do. 

The forge, of course, is not the only house of the past in Great 

Expectations. Pip's feelings about Satis House also change with his 

growing knowledge about the past. As a child Pip felt that Miss Havisham 

was a bit eccentric but that Satis House represented the height of gen

tility. This feeling explains the lie he tells Mrs. Joe and Pumblechook 

after his first visit to the house, in order both to meet their expecta

tions and to protect his memory of MLss Havisham and Estella. Satis 

House represents Pip's ambitions and at the same time motivates him to 

want to be a gentleman. But as Pip's knowledge of the world increases, 

as he learns more about Miss Havisham's past, and as he discovers his 
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real benefactor, his view of Miss Havisham and Satis House changes. 

When he has finally accurately fitted together the pieces of the past 

and his knowledge is complete, he sees Miss Havisham as self-indulgent 

and cruel, and he sees that he has misinterpreted all that happened to 

him at Satis House. He finally sees Satis House as a prison and house 

of death, and on his last visit there he accuses Miss Havisham of keep

ing Estella's "right nature" away from her (GE, p. 378). Pip thinks to 

himself: 

That she had done a grievous thing in taking an impressionable 
child to, mould into the form that her wild resentment, spurned 
affection, and wounded pride, found vengeance in, I know full 
well. But that, in shutting out the light of day, she had 
shut out infinitely more; that, in seclusion, she had secluded 
herself from a thousand natural and healing influences; that, 
her mind, brooding solitary, had grown diseased, as all minds 
do and must and will that reverse the appointed order of their 
Maker; I knew equally well. (GE, pp. 377-8) 

As Pip shows in this passage, he has come to see the parallels between 

Miss Havisham's house and her mind. Healthy influences have been ex

cluded from both, and house and mind have degenerated and decayed. 

But Miss Havisham also has come to recognize the true nature of 

her house and the far-reaching effects of her actions. With her recog

nition and sorrow comes the symbolic purging of Satis House. The fire 

which burns Miss Havisham destroys the remnants of her bridal attire, 

and in his attempt to put out the fire, Pip pulls on the tablecloth, and 

the rotten wedding feast crumbles. The relics of Miss Havisham's past 

are destroyed when she recognizes what misery her living in the past has 

caused. She never leaves the house; she dies before she can escape, 
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although it is possible to see her death as the final departure from the 

house of her past. But her illusions have been destroyed with all her 

relics, and the house has been purged. Certainly Pip also leaves Satis 

House with fewer delusions about the past. 

After the fire and Miss Havisham's death, Pip tells us that "The 

House itself was to be sold as old building materials, and pulled down" 

(GE, p. 449). So this house becomes both purified and destroyed. No 

one can ever live in this house of the past again, but, significantly, 

materials from this house will be used to build new houses. In other 

words, one cannot live in the past, but he can find aspects of the past 

useful in the present. 

In the first-published ending to the novel, the ending Dickens 

evidently thought satisfactory, Pip makes a final visit to the site of 

Satis House, where he looks over the "low quiet mounds of ruin" (GE, p. 

458). Amid the ruins and decay he finds the grieving Estella, and from 

the ruins of their lives and dreams they resolve to build a future to

gether. This ending reinforces the idea that one cannot dwell in the 

past. The past lies in ruins around Pip and Estella, but they can use 

what they have learned from their common misery and disillusionment to 

build a happier present and future. 

In Bleak House we see little of this same sense of remembering 

and building from the past. Instead, Dickens seems here to condemn the 

past as a useless waste which we would do better not to pursue. In 

fact, one house of the past, Krook's rag and bottle shop, the repository 
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of the words and the waste of the past, is as vile and corrupt as its 

inhabitant. 

The only characters in Bleak House who are saved are the ones 

who do not seek the past or live in it or admire it. Dr. Woodcourt's 

mother is surely condemned for her pride in the past, her constant harp

ing on the nobility of her ancestors, the Morgan ap-Kerrigs. Sir 

Leicester Dedlock and Volumnia have a similar foolish pride in their 

past. The characters who seek to unravel the mysteries of the past in 

the case of Jarndyce and Jarndyce, like Tom Jarndyce and Richard Carstone, 

go insane and die. Lady Dedlock, who hides from her past, finds herself 

haunted and pursued to the death by it. Tulkinghorn, whose business is 

the past and its secrets, is surely a monster, and it is finally one of 

the secrets from the past that leads to his death. Only Ada, who refus

es to be drawn into Richard's obsession with the past, Esther, who is 

ignorant of her past and makes no effort to seek the past but finds her 

identity through service to others in the present, and John Jarndyce, 

who also resists the lure of the past and will accept Esther regardless 

of her past, are saved and sane in the end. The rest of the world of 

Bleak House, obsessed with the past, explodes, fails, and decays around 

them. 

It is only the spirits of the present who can purge the houses 

of the past. In a sense we might say John Jarndyce learns from or builds 

from the past. He has seen what misery has resulted from the case in 

Chancery and has resolved to ignore the past as best he can. But this 

is hardly building from the past in the sense we see it in Great 
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Expectations. What is important here is the trans formation of Bleak 

House under John Jarndyce and Esther. When Tom Jarndyce lived there it 

mirrored his despair and ruin: 

"It had been called, before his time, the Peaks. He gave it 
its present name, and lived here shut up: day and night por
ing over the wicked heaps of papers in the suit, and hoping 
against hope to disentangle it from its mystification and 
bring it to a close. In the meantime, the place became dilap
idated, the wind whistled through the cracked walls, the rain 
fell through the broken roof, the weeds choked the passage 
to the rotting door. When I brought what remained of him 
home here, the brains seemed to me to have been blown out of 
the house too; it was so shattered and ruined." (BH, p. 96) 

But John Jarndyce patches the house up and welcomes Ada, Richard, and 

Esther, willing on the one hand to "take the past for granted," as he 

says in notes to them (BH, p. 61), but wishing on the other to make some 

compensation to Ada and Richard for the miseries of their pasts as wards 

in Chancery and to Esther for her unhappy childhood. Esther is the do

mestic angel, like Phoebe Pyncheon, and under her management, Bleak 

House becomes the ideal house of the present—orderly, clean, and cheer

ful. The past has no destructive power there. 

In Bleak House, as in Little Dorrit and Great Expectations, the 

hidden relations between characters are gradually exposed and understood. 

Esther has not sought the past, but it forces itself on her because so 

many other people in the novel are trying to unravel the mystery with 

which she is concerned. Finally Esther is confronted by her own past 

and identity, but since she has found love in the present, she does not 

try to deny or conceal her past. In her calm acceptance of the full 

knowedge of her identity and her past and Dr. Woodcourt's calm rejection 
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of his mother's inflated emphasis on his identity and his past, the two 

can live happily in the present in their new Bleak House. 

It is significant, of course, that there is a new Bleak House. 

The house is "a cottage, quite a rustic cottage of doll's rooms; but 

such a lovely place, so tranquil and so beautiful . . ." (BH, p. 856). 

Walking through the house, Esther sees: ". . .in the papering on the 

walls, in the colours of the furniture, in the arrangement of all the 

pretty objects, little tastes and fancies, little methods and in

ventions . . . , my odd ways everywhere" (BH, p. 856). This house, a 

gift from John Jarndyce to Esther and Woodcourt, is a reflection of 

Esther's personality. When Jarndyce-presents Esther her house and hus-. 

band he makes a curious speech: "My dearest, Allan Woodcourt stood be

side your father when he lay dead—stood beside your mother. This is 

Bleak House. This day I give this house its little mistress . . ." (BH, 

p. 858). At first glance there seems to be no continuity in this speech. 

What connection exists between Woodcourt's attendance on Esther's par

ents and the new Bleak House? But what Jarndyce seems to be saying is 

that Woodcourt knows all of Esther's past, and more than that, has been 

actively engaged with her past. So the new Bleak House will not be just 

a house of the present and future. The past is understood and accepted 

there. The past has a place in memory; as in the other Dickens novels 

the past must be known, accepted, remembered, and used as a foundation 

for the present. The wise characters in Bleak House base their behavior 
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on their memories of the past and, as J. Hillis Miller says, on Chris

tian principles of service, charity, and forgiveness."^" 

The Woodcourts' move to the new Bleak House is similar to the 

Pyncheons' leaving the House of the Seven Gables. Each character brings 

his memories and his past with him, but there is no ancient crime or 

curse in the new house. Warren Smith has an additional suggestion about 

houses of the present, which may apply to the new Bleak House and ex

plain why, although the old Bleak House was its model, the new Bleak 

House will be a happier place: "The distinction between past and pres

ent 'follies' is an important one. If you build a queer house for your

self, the house, being your own expression, exercises no great influence 

upon you, but if you acquire the queer house of a mad uncle, the psycho-

O 
logical effect of the architecture is usually much greater." 

The old Bleak House still survives and shelters John Jarndyce 

and Ada; the other house of the past in the novel, Chesney Wold, quietly 

decays. Sir Leicester returns to it after the death of his wife, and it 

has become, essentially, a house of death: 

The greater part of the house is shut up, and it is a show-
house no longer. . . . the light of the drawing-room seems 
gradually contracting and dwindling until it shall be no more. 
A little more, in truth, and it will be all extinguished for 
Sir Leicester; and the damp door in the mausoleum which shuts 
so tight, and looks so obdurate, will have opened and received 
him. (BH, p. 874) 

Thus Chesney Wold. With so much of itself abandoned to 
darkness and vacancy; with so little change under the summer 
shining or the wintry lowering; so sombre and motionless 

1. Miller, Dickens, p. 212. 

2. W. H. Smith, p. 214. 
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always—no flag flying now by day, no rows of ligihts sparkling 
by night; with no family to come and go, no visitors to be the 
souls of pale cold shapes of rooms, no stir of life about it; 
—passion and pride, even to the stranger's eye, have died 
away from the place in Lincolnshire, and yielded it to dull 
repose. (BH, pp. 875-6) 

Sir Leicester's departure or escape from Chesney Wold will come with his 

death. He, the old family mansion, and the aristocracy are all in de

cline and decay. And, says Dickens, it is better so. Lives and social 

structures based on pride in the past cannot be viable in the present. 

Dombey and Son also fits the pattern of return to and withdrawal 

from the house of the past. Toward the end of the novel, when Dombey 

recognizes the wrongs he has committed in the past, he withdraws from 

the world into his house of the past and imprisons himself there, punish

ing himself for the past by constantly reliving his version of it. Dom

bey sees his mistaken evaluation of nearly everything in his past: his 

misplaced pride in his position, his father, his own past, his valuing 

Paul because he expected Paul to continue to feed and fulfill that pride, 

his overlooking the human qualities and significance of both his children. 

Dombey's relationship to his house has undergone great changes. At the 

beginning of the novel the house is a reflection of his character— 

gloomy, proud, cold. When Donibey marries Edith he has the house redeco

rated, and it becomes a gaudy and rich symbol of his pride and his new 

hopes for a male heir. With his devastation and decline, the house be

comes an empty shell, again reflecting Dombey's spiritual state. With 

his sorrow over the past, he makes the past come alive for him in the 

house so he can pity and punish himself even more. 
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Unlike the other Dickens novels I have discussed here, there is 

no pattern of hidden relationships in Dombey and Son. Instead, Dombey 

must come to understand what his relations to others should have been, 

and once he understands this, he can be rescued from the house of his 

past. Just as Clennam is led from prison by Little Dorrit, Dombey is 

rescued by a loving woman. Only Florence, the person in whom he has not 

been able to kill all feelings of affection, can rescue him by forgiving 

him for his past actions. When Florence returns and Dombey accepts her 

lovingly, the two can leave the house of the past together: "He dressed 

himself for going out, with a docile submission to her entreaty, and, 

walking with a feeble gait, and looking back, with a tremble, at the 

room in which he had been so long shut up, and where he had seen the 

picture in the glass, passed out with her into the hall. Florence • 

led him out to a coach that was waiting at the door, and carried him 

away" (D&S, p. 845). We see the house one last time: "The great house, 

dumb as to all that had been suffered in it, and the changes it had wit

nessed, stood frowning like a dark mute on the street, balking any near

er inquiries with the staring announcement that the lease of this 

desirable family mansion was to be disposed of" (D&S, p. 846). Dombey 

spends the rest of his life repenting for the past, but he makes repara

tion through his changed relation to Florence and in his adoration of 

her daughter, not by living in the past. Once again Dickens says one 

cannot dwell in the house of the past. But one must remember the past, 

including the sins and sorrows of the past, and let this guide his be

havior in the present. 
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Dombey and Son and The House of the Seven Gables introduce a 

theme which becomes important in the work of James: the rescue from the 

house of the past by a woman. In James's "The Jolly Corner" and The 

Sense of the Past we still see the by-now-familiar pattern of departure 

from the house of the past. When Brydon at last confronts his alter ego 

and sees with horror and disbelief what he has convinced himself he 

might have become, when Pendrel immerses himself in the past he thinks 

he loves and senses the nature of the family with whom he is involved, 

both men are ready to leave the past. But Brydon faints away on the 

floor, horrified. Pendrel's counterpart will not change places back 

again, and Pendrel fears he will never escape from the past. As Martha 

Banta says, the character's sensation about facing the past changes from 

pleasure to fear."'" These characters have learned, according to Walter 

Wright, that people cannot make the past or the imagined world suit 

o 
their wills. In other words, Brydon and Pendrel have imagined the past 

or created it, and it has, to their horror, come to independent life and 

threatened them. They have not found what they expected to find. Their 

quests have been selfish, which, as Tzvetan Todorov suggests, partly ex

plains their failure. Another reason the quests are fruitless, Todorov 

continues, is that it was a quest for an absence. Of Brydon he says, 

"The quest was futile, the other is no more his essence than he himself 

3 is. The sublime essence-as-absence does not exist. ..." 

1. Banta, p. 137. 

2. Walter F. Wright, The Madness of Art: A Study of Henry 
James (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1962), p. 204. 

3. Todorov, p. 187. 
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With the recognition of error, neither Brydon nor Pendrel wishes 

to remain in the house of the past. The problem is, as Banta suggests, 

that a man may have great difficulty escaping from the fictional world 

he projects himself into: "Whether a man's will is sufficient to pull 

him back from among ghosts and to release him from his own ghostliness 

proves the vital question."^" 

In each case it takes a woman to rescue the prisoner from the 

house of the imagined past. In Todorov's words, 11. . . the relation with 

another, even the humblest presence, is affirmed against the selfish 

(solitary) quest for absence." In "The Jolly Corner" Brydon has been 

searching for a self or an essence which does not exist, but he wakes up 

and finds himself in the arms of Alice Staverton, who has sensed some

thing wrong and has come looking for him. She has seen his alter ego in 

a dream and knows what experience he has been through. She assures him 

that there is no part of the alter ego in his present self, but curiously 

she says she could have accepted the other Brydon also: "I could have 

liked him. And to me, he was no horror. I had accepted him" ("JC," p. 

484). It is this open-hearted acceptance of Brydon and all his possi

bilities that Wagenknecht comments on. James's "helpmates," he says, 

dealing with the obsessed man, offer the way to salvation: "What they 

give is measureless love and understanding, leaving him to work out his 

own salvation." Or as Todorov lucidly explains, Brydon has at last 

1. Banta, p. 144. 

2. Todorov, p. 188. 

3. Edward Wagenknecht, Eve and Henry James (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1978), p. 192. 
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found a presence, or another person, rather than a void: "Having set 

out in search of a profound 1, Brydon ends by discovering a you."'*' It 

is because someone loves and accepts him in the present that Brydon can 

escape the house of the past. His questions about himself and an imagi

nary alternate past have been deflected, and he seems relieved to be 

rescued and to be able to leave the house of the past behind in favor of 

the present. 

Ralph Pendrel's dilemma is a little more complicated than 

Brydon's, and it takes two women to rescue him from the past. As he be

gins to sense the horror of being trapped in the past, he also begins to 

sense a sympathy with Nan Midmore. Finally, says James, he confesses 

his situation to her. She understands and accepts all this and helps 

him to escape. In the notes to the manuscript, James writes: 

His whole position becomes thus the plea to be saved, to be 
liberated—with his waiting on her devotion, her affection, 
her ingenuity, in a word her inspiration, somehow to let him 
off. . . . and when one asks oneself why she, why she only, 
thus extraordinarily, one seems both at once to be reduced 
for support, for illumination of it to the fact that she loves 
him, and that her.affection can do it, and to the concomitant 
recognition that it will, that it must, serve. (SP, pp. 336-
37) 

At the same time that Nan is helping Ralph escape, Aurora Coyne, back in 

America, senses that there is something wrong and sails for England to 

help him. Pendrel meets her and the Ambassador as he steps out of the 

house of the past and closes the door behind him. Somehow Aurora's psy

chic sympathy has aided in the rescue. Ralph's will alone was not enough 

1. Todorov, p. 188. 
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to save him once he began to drown in the past. Both he and Brydon had 

withdrawn into the isolation of their imaginations. Only by love from 

others, contact with others, reaffirming the sense of human community, 

can they be saved. 

James does not tell us what happens to the house on the jolly 

corner or to Ralph's London house. The characters just leave them be

hind, happy and relieved to be reentering the present. Unlike Hawthorne 

and Dickens, James portrays characters who are purged of their fantasies 

and obsessions with the past, without a similar cleansing of the houses. 

In fact, once the house has served as the setting for an internal drama, 

James seems to ignore it. Richard Gill says that James has a democratic 

uneasiness about his houses, that after they serve the characters, they 

change hands, are left to decay, are bought, sold, rented, or destroyed. 

The houses were symbols of continuity, but in the end their fate is of

ten uncertain. 

In many ways James's treatment of the character's relation to 

the house is more complete in The Portrait of a Lady than in "The Jolly 

Corner" or The Sense of the Past. As in the works of Hawthorne and 

Dickens, it is the knowledge the character gains which enables him to 

see the true nature of his house. In The Portrait of a Lady, however, 

Isabel chooses to return permanently to one of the houses of her past. 

There are several such house in The Portrait of a_ Lady. The 

first is the house in Albany which, as F. W. Dupee notices, Isabel never 

1. Gill, Rural Seat, p. 28. 
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returns to."'" It is as if, once she has experienced Europe, she is com

pletely cut off from her American past. She never casts a glance back

ward over the Atlantic. We get, perhaps, a sense that she is reborn in 

Europe. Certainly the novel deals only with her European experience. 

In this sense Gardencourt becomes her house of the past: "Gardencourt 

had been her starting point ..." for her European experiences (PL, II, 

p. 391). She lives at Gardencourt until the death of her uncle and the 

receipt of her fortune. She never revisits it until Ralph's death, at 

the end of the novel. Between these two periods in England come her en

tire education, her fatal and mistaken marriage, her encounter with sor

row and evil. Midway through the novel, James says, "In Isabel's mind 

to-day there was nothing clear; there was a confusion of regrets, a com

plication of fears" (PL, II, p. 150). Here Isabel's mind seems to be 

balanced between regrets over the past and fears for the future. But as 

the novel closes, she has moved toward the past. Before Gardencourt she 

essentially has no past. When she returns to the house, the past has 

become her obsession. So as L. B. Holland says, Gardencourt is "encoun

tered first in anticipation and initiation;" by the end of the novel, 

Isabel returns to it "in the retrospect of memory." It is at Ralph's 

death that Isabel sees the ghost which Ralph said she would see only when 

she had suffered. And this, as Banta suggests, signals the completion 

of Isabel's education. The ghost, Banta says, "serves expertly to show 

1. F. W. Dupee, Henry James (New York: Sloane, 1951), p. 127. 

2. Laurence B. Holland, The Expense of Vision: Essays on the 
Craft of Henry James (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964), p. 
50. 
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her as having ironically attained full knowledge once it finally 'ap

pears* to her.""'' On this last visit to Gardencourt, Isabel has full 

knowledge of Madame Merle's treachery, of Osmond's nature, and of her 

own position. She sees and understands her past, and she anticipates 

a joyless future. When Goodwood makes his final plea at Gardencourt, 

shortly after Ralph's death,- Isabel makes her decision to return to Rome 

and life with Osmond. She cannot stay at Gardencourt. Without Ralph 

it is surely no longer a refuge. Besides, now it is not only the house 

of Isabel's past but a house of death. And she will not attempt to es

cape from her past and run off with Goodwood; therefore, she leaves the 

scene of her innocence with a full recognition and knowledge of evil 

and returns to the other house of her past in Rome. 

Many critics discuss Isabel's return to Rome. They mention her 

promise to Pansy, her belief in the importance of appearances, her seeing 

no other real choice, her seeming determination to suffer, and her spiri-

tual pride. Richard Poirier explains that Isabel is determined to ac

cept the consequences of her error, even though she was misled: 

It is of no importance to her that, in fact, she has been so 
calculatingly deceived by other people that it is preposterous 
to assume all the responsibility for her own past. To admit 
this would be finally to subscribe to Madame Merle's view that 
the "self" is determined, in part, by "an envelope of circum
stances" that one does not always create. . . . Now, however, 
she asserts her idealism of self not in innocence but in full 
knowledge of the world.^ 

1. Banta, pp. 130-31. 

2. Edgar, p. 251; Galloway, pp. 49-51. 

3. Richard Poirier, "Drama in The Portrait of a Lady," in 
Twentieth-Century Interpretations of The Portrait of a Lady (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1968), pp. 35-6. 
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Oscar Cargill insists that Isabel's return to Rome is strongly motivated 

by her fear of Caspar Goodwood and the freedom and sexuality he repre

sents. He continues: "Beside the prospect of an empty independence 

like her aunt's . . . keeping the forms of her duty to her husband and 

her promise to Pansy, with all it entails, seems to Isabel to afford a 

more meaningful life."''" But Tony Tanner offers one of the best explana

tions: "And one of the reasons why Isabel returns to Rome at the end, 

renouncing the refuge of Gardencourt which she now does appreciate as 

sacred, is that the self has to return to the place where it made its 

o 
most defining, if mistaken, choice." In other words, though miserable 

in Rome, Isabel feels most alive there, living the consequences of what 

she sees as her most independent act. 

Isabel's perspective on life has changed greatly. The imaginary 

future she had planned for herself has become a sour, disappointing, im

prisoning present. So for some degree of comfort she, like Little Dorrit, 

turns to the Roman past: 

She had long before this taken old Rome into her confidence, 
for in a world of ruins the ruin of her happiness seemed a 
less unnatural catastrophe. She rested her weariness upon 
things that had crumbled for centuries and yet still were up
right; she dropped her secret sadness into the silence of 
lonely places, where its very modern quality detached itself 
and grew objective, so that . . . she could almost smile at it 
and think of its smallness. Small it was, in the large Roman 
record, and her haunting sense of the continuity of the human 
lot easily carried her from the less to the greater. She had 
become deeply, tenderly acquainted with Rome: it interfused 
and moderated her passion. But she had grown to think of it 

1. Oscar Cargill, The Novels of Henry James (New York: Macmil-
lan, 1961), pp. 102-4. 

2. Tanner, "Fearful Self," pp. 155-6. 
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chiefly as the place where people had suffered. This was what 
came to her in the starved churches, where the marble columns, 
transferred from pagan ruins, seemed to offer her a companion
ship in endurance and the musty incense to be a compound of 
long-unanswered prayers. (PL, 11, pp. 327-8) 

As James suggests in this passage, Isabel projects an idea of history as 

suffering onto the ruins of Rome to find some solace and belonging. 

James confirms in The Portrait of a_ Lady, as he does on a more individual 

level at the end of "The Jolly Corner" and The Sense of the Past, his 

sense of human community.^" Isabel will live with the suffering caused 

by the mistakes in her past, but she comforts herself in the community 

of human suffering she imagines in the centuries of Roman history and 

ruins. 

With the possible exception of Isabel, all the characters in the 

fiction discussed here leave the houses of the past. And even Isabel, 

we can argue, leaves two of her houses behind. She easily leaves her 

American past in Albany. After her European adventures she returns to 

Gardencourt, and we witness that her growth, her self-knowledge, is com

plete. Then she leaves behind the house where her European past began. 

To be sure, she returns to Rome for the reasons discussed above, but be

fore she does, she has followed the same pattern as the characters in 

the other novels: she has returned to the house of the past, made her 

peace with the past, and left the house. 

1. For a discussion of this affirmation of community, see Edwin 
T. Bowden, The Dungeon of the Heart (New York: Macmillan, 1961), p. 
101; Gill, Rural Seat, p. 55. 
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Resolution 

All this departure from and purging or destruction of the house 

of the past indicates that the past has little value for the present. 

Many of the characters have had to struggle to free themselves from the 

past, but the authors seem to agree unanimously that one must break with 

the past, sometimes completely, in order to live sanely. 

Hawthorne seems to suggest that his characters should just walk 

away and forget the past. Margaret Allen, in an article on Hawthorne's 

"Legends of the Province House," says that one of the major themes in 

the group of tales is that the past has valuable lessons to teach and 

that the present must not disregard history. -̂ But, she says, Hawthorne 

o 
thinks one must not dwell in the past. Many critics who consider the 

problem of Hawthorne's relationship with the past draw similar conclu

sions. R. H. Fossum's article on "Legends of the Province House" also 

3 concludes that one must neither ignore history nor dwell in it too long. 

This is, doubtless, true of Hawthorne's early historical tales, but with 

his middle and later work he seems to question the value of the past. 

He begins to see the past as a treacherous trap, and it is, as we have 

noted, with a sense of relief that Edward Redclyffe escapes from the 

past at the end of one of Hawthorne's last works. 

1. Margaret V. Allen, "Imagination and History in Hawthorne's 
'Legends of the Province House,'" American Literature, 43 (1971), 433. 

2. Allen, p. 433. 

3. Robert H. Fossum, "Time and the Artist in 'Legends of the 
Province House,"' Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 21 (1967), 346. 
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James himself noted Hawthorne's distrust of the past: . . it 

is singular how often one encounters in his writings some expression of 

mistrust of old houses, old institutions, long lines of descent."^ R. H. 

Fossum also elaborates on Hawthorne's ambivalence toward the past: "Al

though Hawthorne believed that only the artist can perform the necessary 

task of rediscovering and recreating the past for the edification of the 

present, he sometimes suspected that such a process might also restore 

what Peter Goldthwaite (another of Hawthorne's past-haunted surrogate 

artists) found in the recesses of his ancient house: a 'parcel of old 

rags.'" Certainly for Peter Goldthwaite it is weak and foolish to 

dwell in the house of the past and dream about the past. The past turns 

out to be a hoax, a worthless parcel of trash. The only way to estab

lish any kind of satisfactory relation to this kind of past is to walk 

away from it and forget it. This, of course, is what Peter does. 

Hawthorne has established early in the story that Peter Goldthwaite is a 

misfit in the present because of his sensitive and dreamy temperament. 

So when Peter's illusions about the past are shattered, he begins dream

ing about the future. John Brown offers him a handsome price for his 

house, "'And I,' observed Peter Goldthwaite, with reviving spirits, 

'have a plan for laying out the cash to great advantage'" ("PGT," p. 

406). Hawthorne probably sees this living in the future as an equally 

foolish thing to do. One should live sanely in the present, not dream 

about some other time. 

1. James, Hawthorne, p. 103. 

2. Fossum, Hawthorne's Circle, p. 90. 
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The Pyncheons, too, must reject their view of the past: . • 

the moss-grown and rotten past is to be torn down . . (H7G, p. 179). 

Living in the past or trying to loot the past will not make anyone rich, 

according to Hawthorne, only spiritually poorer. But the past in The 

House of the Seven Gables is more complex than in "Peter Goldthwaite's 

Treasure." The Pyncheons must come to terms with their family past as 

well as their foolish dreams about the wealth of the past. The union of 

the Pyncheon and Maule families with the marriage of Phoebe and Holgrave 

ends the enmity between the two families. It may not atone for the two 

centuries of suffering caused by the Colonel and the perpetuation of his 

sins by his descendants, but Clifford and Hepzibah, the last of the pure-

blooded Pyncheons, will not perpetuate the line. The worst contemporary 

representative of the Pyncheon sins, Judge Jaffrey, has died; and Phoebe, 

just nominally a Pyncheon, will not pass on any of the family wrongs. 

It is Phoebe who seems to cause problems for any interpretation 

of The House of the Seven Gables which says that one must not ignore the 

past, that one must learn from the past although one should not live 

there. Certainly the death of Judge Pyncheon helps to free Clifford and 

Hepzibah from the old house and from the past, but we can also see Phoebe 

as the savior in the book. She lightens the burden of the past in the 

old house with her cheerful ways. She brings the spirit of the present 

into the house. And it is through her love for Holgrave that the 

Pyncheons and Maules are united. Phoebe has very little to do with the 

past. She is almost entirely ignorant of the Pyncheon family history, 

and she has no dreams about or affection for the past. That she is able 



155 

to rescue the others from the past and offer the best hope for the fu

ture seems to indicate that forgetting a worthless past or just being 

ignorant of it is the best relation to it. 

R. H. Fossum says that Phoebe is the one who reconciles past and 

present in the romance, that Phoebe "maintains contact with the chain of 

humanity reaching back from the present into the past"''' but this seems 

to be inaccurate. Instead of reconciling, she rescues the other charac

ters from the past with domestic affection in the present. Fossum, him

self, says that until the end of the book Phoebe is too childlike and 

innocent, that it is only with the knowledge of hereditary evil that she, 

like Miriam in The Marble Faun, becomes mature enough to love as an adult 

and help the other characters. Hawthorne says Phoebe returns to the 

old house from her short absence more mature: she is "more womanly, and 

deeper-eyed, in token of a heart that had begun to suspect its depths 

. . ." (H7G, p. 297). Her new recognition seems to be that evil, suf

fering, and unhappiness as well as deep love exist in the world. Her 

new maturity has little to do with the past or acceptance of it. She 

comes to recognize evil in the world, as any mature person must. But 

her answer to it is domestic affection in the present. She and Holgrave 

are compared to Adam and Eve, who have to recognize evil but have no 

past to learn from or be reconciled to (H7G, p. 308). 

There is considerable critical discussion of the patterns of re

newal in The House of the Seven Gables. Many critics feel that there is 

1. Fossum, Hawthorne's Circle, p. 137. 

2. Fossum, Hawthorne's Circle, p. 137. 
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at least a partial retribution at the end of the book,^ but they do not 

agree about whether there is any sense of progress at the end or whether 

in the cyclical pattern we see the Pyncheons doomed to further repeti-

2 tion of their past. I think there is a sense of retribution and moral 

progress in the ending of the book. The cycle of the past has been 

broken, and the Pyncheons are free from Maule's curse, from the bondage 

of repetition of the past. The Pyncheons break out of this repetitive 

cycle because they are redeemed from the past by love in the present and 

cured of foolish notions about the past. 

Critics are right in saying that in Hawthorne's early historical 

tales he suggests that we have much to learn from history, but in his 

later work when he considers the problems of a long personal past, he 

seems to say that the quicker one can escape it and forget it, the 

better. 

We get much this same sense from the resolutions of James's "The 

Jolly Corner" and The Sense of the Past. Both Brydon and Pendrel are 

rescued from Lhs past by women who love and accept them in the present, 

and both men simply leave the house of the past behind. In their adven

tures in the houses both have gained some self-knowledge, and both have 

1. F. J. Battaglia, "The House of the Seven Gables: New Light 
on Old Problems," PMLA, 82 (1967), 586-7; John C. Stubbs, The Pursuit of 
Form; A Study of Hawthorne and the Romance (Urbana: University of 
Chicago Press, 1970), p. 102; Edward Wagenknecht, Nathaniel Hawthorne: 
Man and Writer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 195. 

2. L. B. Levy, "Picturesque Style in The House of the Seven 
Gables," New England Quarterly, 39 (1966), 155; Waggoner, p. 185. 
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certainly been cured of their curiosity and fantasies about the past. 

So establishing a satisfactory relation with the past in these two 

works means walking away from it and making a life in the present among 

the living. The characters in Hawthorne's works, and Brydon and Pendrel 

in James's works, choose community in the present over isolation in the 

past. As Krishna Vaid says, we get a feeling of rejuvenation and exor

cism at the end of "The Jolly Corner.""'" It is the past which is 

exorcised. F. W. Dupee adds, "The personal past, the past of the family 

and home town, is nearly always conceived of by James as deadly, a kind 

of ache; and any rupture with it is a good thing regardless of the 

consequences." 

But a simple rejection of the past is too easy a solution for 

The Portrait of a Lady, where James's consideration and treatment of the 

past are more complex. The true nature of Isabel's mistakes gradually 

revealts itself to her, and yet she chooses to accept all the consequenc

es of the past over which she had so little control. Affection and do

mestic happiness are impossible solutions to Isabel's dilemma in The 

Portrait of a_ Lady, and instead we see an entirely different relation to 

the past. Isabel's suffering causes her to meditate on her own past and, 

in a larger sense, to become obsessed with the broad human past. She 

sees herself, in fact, merging with centuries of human suffering. 

1. Krishna Baldev Vaid, Technique in the Tales of Henry James 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1964), p. 24. 

2. Dupee, Henry James, p. 127. 
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Isabel does not actually live in the past, but she looks to his

tory for assurance that others have suffered more than she; she looks to 

history for some comfort from the misery her personal past causes her. 

James seems to be saying that if one can find love in the present he can 

ignore the past, but that if one's present is full of misery, one needs 

to make the past meaningful by seeing there, as Dorothy Van Ghent sug

gests, "the depth of human time, histories within histories, aesthetic 

form," which are "only to be lived in the creative recognitions brought 

to them by a soul itself alive. 

In the work of Dickens one can never merely ignore or walk away 

from "the black gulf of the irrevocable past" (D&S, p. 867). George Ford 

says that most of the time Dickens thinks the past is a waste, a fraud. 

Gissing insists Dickens felt the historical past was better forgotten. 

Humphrey House points out Dickens's condemnation of and contempt for the 

2 past. Raleigh thinks Dickens saw time as fate and the enemy. 

In spite of all this, however, one cannot simply close the door 

of the house of the past and walk away. As Avrom Fleishman points out, 

Dickens is, at the same time, reformer and antiquarian: "The Old Curi

osity Shop appears in every Dickens novel in various forms of quaint-

3 ness. . . Many critics refer to Dickens's feeling about history 

1. Van Ghent, English Novel, p. 217. 

2. George H. Ford, "Dickens and the Voices of Time," 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 24 (1970), 435; George Gissing, Charles 
Dickens: A Critical Study (London: Blackie and Son, 1898), p. 197; 
Humphrey House, The Dickens World (London: Oxford University Press, 
1941), p. 34; John Henry Raleigh, "Dickens and the Sense of Time," 
Nineteenth-Century Fiction, 13 (1958), 131. 

3. Fleishman, p. 108. 
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when they write about his contempt for the past. As House suggests, 

this view is typical of the nineteenth century with its sense of pride 

and power and its optimism about the future."'" But we cannot overlook 

Dickens's obsession with the past which, as Fleishman notes, often takes 

the form of deep attraction. Simple rejection of the past is not pos

sible, although the reader often feels that Dickens wishes the charac

ters could come to such an easy peace with their personal pasts. 

There is a partial escape through domestic affection. Agnes, 

Esther, Biddy, and Little Dorrit, making happy homes in the present, are 

able to keep the past at bay. In Our Mutual Friend, the house on which 

Wegg projects an imaginary past is converted to a happy house of the 

present, full of rainbows for children. And as Daleski suggests, the 

happy home is the basis and model in Bleak House for the cure of soci-

2 
ety. Alexander Welsh adds that the domestic hearth is the antithesis 

of the city; like many other Victorians, Dickens possessed "the convic

tion that clean and tidy homes were the most promising answer to urban 

poverty and desolation." 

Still, one cannot merely take refuge at one's happy hearth, and 

happiness does not always come from leaving the past alone. In order to 

be in a satisfactory relationship with the past, the Dickens character 

must know his past, remember it clearly, and accept it. He cannot be 

1. House, Dickens World, p. 34. 

2. Herman M. Daleski, "Transformation in a Sick Society," in 
Bleak House by Charles Dickens, ed. George H. Ford and Sylvere Monod 
(New York: Norton, 1977), p. 973. 

3. Welsh, p. 142. 
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ignorant of the past as Oliver Twist and Esther Summerson and Arthur 

Clennam are, or he is doomed to seek his past or have it hunt him down. 

He cannot misremember the past as Flora Finching does or blow certain 

portions of it out of proportion as Miss Havisham and Mrs. Clennam do, 

or he will be, in the first case, ridiculous, in the second, dangerous. 

He cannot deny or hide the past as Pip, William Dorrit, and Lady Dedlock 

do or, again, the past will hunt them down. Neither should the charac

ter live in the past and relentlessly punish himself for some sin there, 

as Dombey does, if he can make any reparation in the present. 

In other words, one must build the present from the past. The 

endings of Great Expectations and Bleak House clearly show this: new 

houses will be built from the ruins of the house of Miss Havisham's 

past; Esther and Allan Woodcourt move to a new house, but one named and 

modeled after the old Bleak House. After they have stopped fantasizing 

about the imagined past, the characters of Hawthorne and James can ig

nore the past and live more happily without it. The Dickens characters 

must always live with the past and work to keep it in perspective, never 

forgetting it but never becoming obsessed with it. 

The statement that clearly emerges from all these novels and 

short stories is that the characters finally cannot live in houses of 

the past. Either the characters seek the past or discover by accident 

that they have been mistaken about it. They always find the past of 

their misconceptions to be overrated, tyrannical, threatening, imprison

ing, or shameful. With a discovery of their errors the characters gain 

a more thorough knowledge of themselves and their place in the human 



community. They can then escape from the bondage of the past and estab

lish themselves firmly in the present. There are a few, of course, like 

Mrs. Clennam and Miss Havisham, whose lives were so dedicated to the 

past that when they see the true nature of their mistakes they perish. 

But those who can overcome the shock of the encounter with the past may 

move to life outside the house of the past in the health, sunshine, and 

domestic happiness of the present. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Ways in which we commonly use the word "house" suggest that the 

house has always been recognized as an extension of the intimate self. 

One's dwelling place houses his body just as his body houses his spirit. 

But the house is nearly always seen as more than just a shelter; the 

ideas of house and inhabitants often merge. The OED gives, among the 

definitions for the word, "the persons living in one dwelling; inmates 

of a house collectively; a household, family." Also "a family including 

ancestors and descendants, a lineage, a race: esp. one having continu

ity of residence. ..." These uses of the word are very old, suggest

ing a firm sense we have that the house, the actual building, stands for 

or represents the people inside, as in Poe's "The Fall of the House of 

Usher" where family and house become "so identified ... as to merge 

the original title of the estate in the quaint and equivocal appellation 

of the 'House of Usher'—an appellation which seemed to include, in the 

minds of the peasantry who used it, both the family and the family 

mansion. 

In The Interpretation of Dreams Sigmund Freud insists that rooms, 

chambers, and houses symbolize not only the womb but the entire human 

1. Edgar Allan Poe, "The Fall of the House of Usher," in "The 
Fall of the House of Usher" and Other Tales (New York: Signet-NAL, 
1960), p. 115. 
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body.^ In both our consciousness and unconsciousness, it seems, the 

house and human body become merged. This fusion leads Carl Jung to in

sist that the house is an archetypal image from our collective uncon-

scious. Symbolically, Jung says, "the human body is often represented 

as a house. ..." He gives an example: "A doctor who is asked to 

describe the course of an illness will use such rational concepts as 

'infection' or 'fever.' The dream is more poetic. It presents the dis

eased body as a man's earthly house, and the fever as the fire that is 

destroying it."^ We recognize psychological and symbolic relations to 

the spaces we inhabit. They are extensions, projections, and symbols of 

ourselves, archetypal symbols which, as Jung explains, "are pieces of 

life itself—images that are integrally connected to the living indi

vidual by the bridge of emotions.""' When we live for long periods of 

time in certain houses, we establish emotional bonds with these physical 

spaces. When the bonds of memory attach us to our houses, the houses 

become links to the past. Therefore, the house represents one's rela

tion to his version of his past. The house contains the remembered or 

1. Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, in The Basic 
Writings of Sigmund Freud, trans, and ed. A. A. Brill (New York: Modern 
Library, 1938), pp. 371-72. 

2. Carl G. Jung, "Approaching the Unconscious," in Man and His 
Symbols, ed. Carl G. Jung and M. L. von Franz (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1964), p. 78. 

3. Jung, "Approaching," p. 78. 

4. Jung, "Approaching,11 ». 78. 

5. Jung, "Approaching," p. 96. 
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imagined past, fictions of various degrees of accuracy. The house of 

the imagined past becomes a house of fiction, the ghosts who haunt it 

projections of the mind. And when a house of the imagined past appears 

in literature, we see a confrontation in symbolic terms between a char

acter and his memories of the past. 

As Gaston Bachelard says, the house can be a "tool for analysis 

of the human soul,"^" and in the fiction of Hawthorne, Dickens, and 

James, it is vital to understand the houses and the characters' rela

tions to them before we can fully understand the fiction. Nearly every

thing in Hawthorne's, Dickens's, and James's fictional houses is 

"charged with accumulated messages" from the past (SP, p. 66), messages 

which the characters misunderstand, misinterpret, or attempt to ignore. 

In nearly all the works, the personal past is full of crimes, curses, 

and shame. It is rarely the kind of past Bachelard studies in The Poet

ics of Reverie, consisting of sweet and pleasant memories that flood 

one's consciousness when he recaptures the past. For nearly all the 

fictional characters of Hawthorne, Dickens, and James, the imagined past 

as contained in the house is a matter for discontent at best, for deep 

remorse and self-recrimination at worst. As a visitor tells Hawthorne's 

Doctor Grimshawe, "Some stir and writhe of something in the past . . . 

troubles you; as if you had kept a snake for many years in your bosom, 

and stupefied it with brandy, and now it awakes again and troubles you 

with bites and stings" (DGS, p. 244). All the characters in the fiction 

I have studied here are affected by this gloomy version of the past, and 

1. Bachelard, Space, p. xxiii. 



165 

although they have among them many different motivations for keeping the 

past alive in their memories and houses, dwelling on and in the past al

ways ends in an obsession with self and an isolation from others. 

In their obsession and isolation the characters seem to be goad

ed to probe their houses, assault them, break in and out of them. In 

this sense the houses seem to be removed from the characters. That is, 

the characters approach their houses and the past as separate, indepen

dent structures. What they do not see is that their houses and their 

pasts are themselves. The authors' use of metonomy suggests that the 

houses are alive; the houses decay as the characters' morals do. And we 

see many other physical parallels between house and character. But in 

another sense, the character his past because of the forces of hered

ity, environment, and the character's obsession with certain aspects of 

the past, which control and motivate him. 

The house keeps drawing the characters back to it, and the past 

isolates the characters from each other as effectively as the house can 

shut out the world. This isolation in the house and in the mind from 

the human community is the danger of living in the past. The obsession 

with self, since the imagined past is but an extension of the self, cuts 

the character off from what Dickens calls "natural and healing influenc

es" (GE, p. 378), or any normal and saving human relations. In their 

isolation the characters cannot see themselves, their sins, or their 

woes in any kind of perspective. 

But Hawthorne, Dickens, and James all feel that it is possible 

for nearly all the characters, with some help, to leave the past for the 
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present, to leave the lonely house for society or at least for an inhab

ited house. The past is not always entirely rejected, however. One 

cannot altogether deny or reject or forget his past. The past can pro

vide building material for the present, but by the ends of the novels, 

each writer shows that the past has lost considerable strength and im

portance. The house of the imagined past is purged or destroyed, and 

the character's mind is similarly purged, his obsessions and misconcep

tions destroyed. He and his companion can, like Arthur Clennam and 

Little Dorrit, go "quietly down into the roaring streets, inseparable 

and blessed . . ." (LP, p. 826). 

Hawthorne, Dickens, and James are not the only nineteenth-

century authors to reflect a concern with houses. Indeed, many 

nineteenth-century American and English writers study the relation be

tween houses and inhabitants. Henry David Thoreau, for example, was 

greatly concerned with the nature of houses and one's relation to the 

space he inhabits: "Man was not made so large limbed and robust but 

that he must seek to narrow his world, and wall in a space such as fit

ted him."^" He continues: "It would be well, perhaps, if we were to 

spend more of our days and nights without any obstruction between us and 

the celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so much from under a 

roof, or the saint dwell there so long." He discusses the necessity of 

shelter, the ideal house, and the relation between house and nature. As 

for the house he builds for himself, ". . .1 found myself suddenly 

1. Henry David Thoreau, Walden, in Walden and Other Writings 
(New York: Modern Library, 1950), p. 24. 

2. Thoreau, p. 25. 
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neighbor to the birds; not by having imprisoned one, but having caged 

myself near them."''" 

Apart from the works of Hawthorne and James, nineteenth-century 

American fiction contains many other notable houses. In Huckleberry 

Finn Mark Twain makes a great deal of the Grangerford house. He also 

floats a house of death past Huck and Jim on the river. The house, with 

Pap Finn dead inside, contains all the past Huck has, and as the river 
^ 

carries Pap and the house away, Huck seems to be released from his past 

and his identity. In William Dean Howells's The Rise of Silas Lapham 

and A Hazard of New Fortunes, the characters are greatly concerned with 

building or finding modern and luxurious houses that will satisfactorily 

represent them and their new status and identity to the world. 

Dickens's houses are perhaps the most memorable, but elsewhere in 

nineteenth-century English fiction there appear prominent houses. Un

like the American houses, they are often old and established. They rep

resent, in the cases of Scott's Waverley Honour, Austen's Pemberley, 

Charlotte Bronte's Thornfield, Thackeray's Fairoaks, and Meredith's 

Riversley Grange, the extended past of an entire family. 

Part of the nineteenth-century fascination with houses comes 

from a cult of home and hearth. As Walter Houghton indicates, home "was 

both a shelter from the anxieties of modern life . . . and a shelter for 

those moral and spiritual values which the commercial spirit and the 

critical spirit were threatening to destroy, and therefore also a sacred 

1. Thoreau, p. 77. 
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place, a temple.Ruskin's statement about the value of home is very 

clear: 

This is the true nature of home—it is the place of Peace; the 
shelter, not only from all injury, but from all terror, doubt, 
and division. . . . But so far as it is a sacred place, a 
vestal temple, a temple of the hearth watched over by House
hold Gods ... so far as it is this, and roof and fire are 
types only of a nobler shade and light, ... so far it vindi
cates the name, and fulfills the praise, of Home.^ 

But when nineteenth-century writers study the house as symbol of the 

character's mind, the house is not a haven or shelter; it i£ a place of 

terror, doubt, and division. Hawthorne, Dickens, and James are not the 

only writers for whom this happens. Poe's House of Usher is cracked 

down the center, just as its inhabitants, the last Ushers, are apparent

ly irreconcilably fragmented: instead of unity and health in a single 

heir, there exist divided and dying twins. Finally the divided house 

cannot stand. "The once barely discernible fissure" widens, the "mighty 

walls [rush] asunder," and the house and its reflection disappear in the 

3 
tarn. Similarly, the Mill on the Floss in George Eliot's novel is not 

a place of unity and peace for Maggie Tulliver. It is the scene of divi

sion, doubt, and terror. The house of the imagined past is never "a 

bright, serene, restful, joyful nook of heaven in an unheavenly world. 

It is a dark prison of the mind. 

1. Walter E..Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 
(New Haven, Yale University Press, 1957), p. 343. 

2. Ruskin, p. 91. 

3. Poe, p. 131. 

4. Baldwin Brown, quoted in Houghton, p. 345. 
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It would be convenient to say that in post-Freudian literature 

interest in the house wanes because writers explore the inner workings 

of the mind without projecting them in material terras. After all, as 

Emily Dickinson writes: 

One need not be a Chamber—to be Haunted— 
One need not be a House— 
The brain—has Corridors surpassing 
Material Place— 

But into the twentieth century the house of the imagined past remains a 

busy wing in the larger house of fiction. In twentieth-century American 

fiction, for example, F. Scott Fitzgerald's Jay Gatsby and William 

Faulkner's Colonel Sutpen adopt or create entirely fictional pasts for 

themselves and choose or build appropriate houses to embody and contain 

their fictions. Nick Carraway says that Gatsby's house "was a colossal 

affair by any standard—it was a factual imitation of some Hotel de 

Ville in Normandy, with a tower on one side, spanking new under a thin 

beard of raw ivy, and a marble swimming pool, and more than forty acres 

o 
of lawn and garden. Striving to reach Daisy Buchanan's social level, 

Garsby rejects his own past as Jimmy Gatz and invents an appropriately 

flamboyant one for Jay Gatsby. When he tells Nick about his past in a 

series of threadbare cliches, Gatsby says, "... I thought you ought 

to know something about me. I didn't want you to think I was just 

1. Emily Dickinson, "One Need Not Be a Chamber To Be Haunted," 
670, in The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, ed. Thomas H. Johnson 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1960), p. 333. 

2. F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (New York: Scribner, 
1953), p. 5. 
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nobody."''' Gatsby probably encourages the bizarre rumors which circulate 

about his identity and past among the people who come to his parties. 

He feels that a romantic and money-filled past is essential to the per

sonality he has invented, so he creates the past he wants and chooses an 

ostentatious house as the container for his fictional past, a house which 

fits his new conception of himself. 

This relation to the house poses a different problem from the 

one we have seen in nineteenth-century fiction. Whereas the nineteenth-

century fictional house contained the burden of the past, this twentieth-

century house is essentially neutral and has a prefabricated past imposed 

upon it. Whereas the nineteenth-century character must grapple and 

struggle with his past, the twentieth-century character simply rejects 

one past and invents another to match his social ambitions. 

Faulkner's Colonel Sutpen was shamed as a boy at being refused 

at the front door of a mansion and forced to enter through the back 

door. He raises his own magnificant house out of a swamp: 

Immobile, bearded and hand palm-lifted the horseman sat: behind 
him the wild blacks and the captive architect huddled quietly, 
carrying in bloodless paradox the shovels and picks and axes of 
peaceful conquest. Then in the long unamaze Quentin seemed to 
watch them overrun suddenly the hundred square miles of tranquil 
and astonished earth and drag house and formal gardens violently 
out of the soundless Nothing and clap them down like cards upon 
a table beneath the up-palm immobile and pontific, creating the 
Sutpen's Hundred, the Be Sutpen's Hundred like the oldentime 
Be Light. 

1. Fitzgerald, p. 67. 

2. William Faulkner, Absalom! Absalom! (New York: Modern Li
brary, 1964), pp. 8-9. 
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Sutpen knows that despite democratic cant about the potential rise from 

hunfole beginnings, a satisfactory past is imperative for the position 

he wants to achieve. So he disposes of his actual past and creates the 

identity and past he wants. A house is even more important for Sutpen 

than for Gatsby. Gatsby's house is essentially an ornament like his 

car, silk shirts, and pink suits. Sutpen must have a house to complete 

his design, to represent his created past—a huge, impressive, stable 

mansion to give solid, material support to his invented claims to 

aristocracy. 

In the twentieth-century British novel, also, houses continue to 

be important. Used rather differently than in the twentieth-century 

American examples I have cited above, the houses represent order and 

stability in a changing world. Howards End in E. M. Forster's novel is 

Ruth Wilcox's "one passion in life," her "Holy of Holies."^ When 

Margaret Schlegel first visits the house, she senses its peace and per

manence: "The sense of flux which had haunted her all the year disap

peared for a time. . . . She recaptured the sense of space, which is 

the basis of all earthly beauty, and, starting from Howards End, she 

attempted to realize England." When Margaret meets her sister at How

ards End at the end of the novel they cannot communicate until they be

gin talking about the house and their possessions, realizing that "all 

the time their salvation was lying around them—the past sanctifying 

1. E. M. Forster, Howards End (New York: Vintage-Random, 1921), 
p. 85. 

2. E. M. Forster, p. 204. 
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the present. . . Finally, when their lives are at last settled and 

arranged, Margaret deplores "this craze for motion" and adds, "... I 

can't help hoping, and very early in the morning in the garden I feel 

2 that our house is the future as well as the past." 

Brideshead, in Evelyn Waugh's Brideshead Revisited, is not quite 

the representation of harmony and serenity that Howards End is. Charles 

O 
Ryder describes as a "fierce little human tragedy" the action of the 

novel and the fate of the family he has known at Brideshead. But the 

house and its beauty survive in Ryder's memories. He remembers the 

house as "a world of its own of peace and love and beauty." 1̂ In fact, 

architecture becomes more important to him than people: 

I have always loved building, holding it to be not only the 
highest achievement of man but one in which, at the moment 
of consummation, things were most clearly taken out of his 
hands and perfected, without his intention, by other means, 
and I regarded men as something much less than the buildings 
they made and inhabited, as mere lodgers and short-term sub
lessees of small importance in the long, fruitful life of 
their homes.5 

He has watched the family from Brideshead gradually destroy itself, un

til only the house retains its beauty in his memory. Ironically, how

ever, the beauty for which Ryder lives is gradually being destroyed: 

1. E. M. Forster, p. 299. 

2. E. M. Forster, p. 339. 

3. Evelyn Waugh, Brideshead Revisited (Boston: Little, Brown, 
1945), p. 35. 

4. Waugh, p. 321. 

5. Waugh, P- 226. 
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11. . . I was called to all parts of the country to make portraits of 

houses that were soon to be deserted or debased; indeed, my arrival 

seemed often to be only a few paces ahead of the auctioneers, a presage 

of doom."^" Even Brideshead becomes headquarters for the army, and fi

nally only memory is left: "These memories, which are my life—for we 

o 
possess nothing certainly except the past—were always with me." 

But whereas in the nineteenth-century novel the past and memo

ries of it threaten destruction, the past brings salvation to the char

acters of Howards End and Brideshead Revisited. In these novels, the 

house of the past is not a dangerous, imprisoning threat, but a haven of 

remembered stability and beauty. In nineteenth-century fiction there is 

no nostalgic longing for the past but an active, intimate relation with 

it. The past and one's interpretation of it determined one's identity, 

so one had to grapple and struggle with the past as he fought to under

stand himself. Twentieth-century fictional characters feel in many ways 

separated from the past, yet they feel some kind of need for the beauty 

or stability or status of the past, so they seek a representation of the 

past in the form of the house. 

Houses of the past in literature still speak to us because, as 

Jung says symbols in a work of art must, they "rise far above the realm 

of personal life and speak from the spirit and heart of the poet as man 

O 
to the spirit and heart of mankind." But in literature of the past 

1. Waugh, p. 227. 

2. Waugh, p. 225. 

3. Carl G. Jung, "Psychology and Literature," in Modern Man in 
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two decades we find few considerations of the house of the past. There 

is, in modern culture and thus in the modern novel, too little sense of 

permanence and attachment to place for the idea of a house representing 

a human and his past, let alone the identity and history of a whole 

family, to strike a responsive chord. As E. M. Forster wrote prophetic

ally in 1921: "We are reverting to the civilization of luggage, and 

historians of the future will note how the middle classes accreted pos

sessions without taking root in the earth, and may find in this the se

cret of their imaginative poverty."! ̂ he last U. S. Census Report showed 

2 that 41% of the United States population relocated every five years. 

And in addition to this mobility, the kinds of houses in which we live 

add to our decreasing sense of stability and permanence. Tract houses, 

apartments, and mobile homes do not become houses of the past or reflec

tions of the soul. Our mobility and our temporary housing deny us the 

archetypal experience of intimate relations to and identification with 

the space we inhabit. Modern man, according to Carl Jung, is experienc-

O 
ing a "growing impoverishment of symbols." We become spiritually poor

er because "We have let the houses our fathers built fall into 

Search of a Soul, trans. W. S. Dell and Cary F. Baynes (New York: Har-
court, Brace and World, 1933), p. 168. 

1. E. M. Forster, pp. 149-50. 

2. United States Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract, 
1978, 99th edition (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1978), p. 39. 

3. Carl G. Jung, Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, 
Vol. 9, Part I of The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, trans. R. F. C. 
Hull, ed. Herbert Read, Michael Fordham, and Gerhard Adler (New York: 
Pantheon, 1959), p. 14. 
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decay. . . In order to achieve what Jung calls "individuation," or 

a spiritual wholeness or unity, we need symbolic structures in our 

lives. One of the most basic of these is the house, the womb of time, 

a focus for the imagination. There exists a current vogue of nostalgia 

for old houses, but we need to see the house less as a decorative shell 

and more as an essential element in the integration and understanding of 

the entire human personality. 

1. Jung, Archetypes, p. 15. 
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