
nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious guest

nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious guest is a thought-provoking short story that explores themes of

ambition, fate, and human vulnerability. Written by the renowned American author Nathaniel

Hawthorne, this narrative delves into the lives of a family living in a remote mountain home who

encounter a mysterious traveler known as the Ambitious Guest. The story is notable for its symbolic

depth and its examination of human desires against the backdrop of nature’s unpredictability. This

article will provide an in-depth analysis of the story’s plot, characters, themes, and historical context,

while also discussing its literary significance and critical interpretations. By understanding these

aspects, readers can gain a comprehensive appreciation of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s craftsmanship in

"The Ambitious Guest."
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Plot Summary of Nathaniel Hawthorne The Ambitious Guest

The narrative of nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious guest centers around a family living in a solitary



house on the side of a mountain. One stormy evening, a young traveler arrives seeking shelter. He is

called the Ambitious Guest due to his expressed desires for fame and achieving greatness. The family

welcomes him warmly, and they share stories by the fire, revealing their hopes and fears. However,

the mountain is restless, and a sudden landslide tragically ends the lives of the guest and the family.

The story concludes with a reflection on the irony of ambition and the fragility of human existence.

Sequence of Events

The story unfolds in a linear progression, beginning with the arrival of the Ambitious Guest and

culminating in the disaster. Key moments include the guest’s conversation with the family, the

expression of their dreams, and the ominous natural disturbance that foreshadows the impending

tragedy.

Setting and Atmosphere

The isolated mountain home and the surrounding wilderness create an atmosphere of vulnerability and

suspense. The natural environment plays a critical role in the story, symbolizing both protection and

peril, which intensifies the tension throughout the narrative.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The characters in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s story are carefully crafted to reflect broader human conditions

and philosophical ideas. Each individual’s personality and motivations contribute to the story’s thematic

depth.

The Ambitious Guest

The Ambitious Guest is a young, idealistic traveler who embodies the human desire for recognition and

achievement. His ambition, however, is contrasted with the unpredictability of life and nature’s



indifference to human aspirations.

The Family

The family consists of a father, mother, and their children, living a modest life in the mountain home.

They represent simplicity, contentment, and the acceptance of their humble existence. Their

interactions with the guest highlight differing worldviews regarding ambition and fate.

Nature as a Character

While not a human character, nature functions almost as an active force in the story. The mountain

and its instability serve as metaphors for the uncontrollable elements of life that can disrupt human

plans.

Themes and Symbolism

Several prominent themes and symbols permeate nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious guest, enriching

the narrative and inviting readers to reflect on universal questions.

Ambition and Human Aspirations

The story scrutinizes ambition and the pursuit of fame, suggesting that such desires are often fragile in

the face of life’s uncertainties. The Ambitious Guest’s dreams contrast with the family’s grounded

lifestyle, highlighting different attitudes toward success and fulfillment.

Fate and Mortality

The sudden landslide is a powerful symbol of fate’s unpredictability and the inevitability of death. The



story conveys that human plans can be easily upended by forces beyond control, emphasizing the

transient nature of life.

Isolation and Community

The mountain setting symbolizes isolation, but the story also touches on themes of hospitality and

human connection, as the family welcomes the stranger despite their solitude.

Symbolic Elements

The Mountain: Represents nature’s majesty and danger.

The House: Symbolizes human endeavor and shelter.

The Fire: A motif of warmth, life, and conversation.

The Landslide: Embodies sudden calamity and fate’s dominance.

Historical and Literary Context

Nathaniel Hawthorne wrote during the early to mid-19th century, a period marked by Romanticism and

Transcendentalism in American literature. Understanding this context helps illuminate the themes and

style of nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious guest.



Romanticism and Transcendentalism

The story reflects Romantic ideals such as the focus on emotion, nature, and individual experience,

while also engaging with Transcendentalist ideas about the relationship between humans and the

natural world. Hawthorne’s ambivalence towards these movements is evident in the story’s tone and

message.

Biographical Influences

Hawthorne’s own life experiences, including his interest in moral complexity and human psychology,

influence the narrative. His New England background and familiarity with isolated rural life inform the

setting and characters.

Critical Analysis and Interpretations

Scholars have offered various interpretations of nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious guest, focusing on

its philosophical implications and literary techniques.

Allegorical Reading

The story can be read as an allegory about human ambition and the ephemeral nature of life. The

Ambitious Guest’s fate serves as a cautionary tale about overreaching and the illusions of grandeur.

Psychological Perspective

From a psychological viewpoint, the narrative explores the tension between hope and fear, and the

human need for connection amid uncertainty. The family’s interactions with the guest reveal underlying

anxieties and desires.



Use of Irony

Hawthorne employs situational irony, particularly in the contrast between the guest’s aspirations and

the tragic ending. This irony enhances the story’s impact and invites reflection on human limitations.

Legacy and Influence of Nathaniel Hawthorne The Ambitious

Guest

Though not as widely known as some of Hawthorne’s other works, nathaniel hawthorne the ambitious

guest remains an important example of his short fiction. Its thematic richness and narrative style have

influenced both literary scholars and contemporary writers.

Impact on American Literature

The story contributes to the tradition of American Gothic and Romantic literature, emphasizing moral

complexity and the interplay between humans and nature.

Modern Relevance

The themes of ambition, fate, and human vulnerability continue to resonate with readers today, making

the story a valuable subject for study in academic and literary circles.

Notable Adaptations and References

Inclusion in anthologies of American literature

Discussions in literary criticism and academic courses



Influence on contemporary short story writers exploring similar themes

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the main character in Nathaniel Hawthorne's "The Ambitious

Guest"?

The main character is the Ambitious Guest, a traveler who visits a mountain family and shares his

dreams and ambitions with them.

What is the setting of "The Ambitious Guest" by Nathaniel Hawthorne?

The story is set in a remote mountain home where a family lives near a dangerous cliff.

What is the central theme of "The Ambitious Guest"?

The central theme is the fragility of human life and the unpredictability of fate, highlighting how

ambition can be abruptly ended by unforeseen events.

How does Nathaniel Hawthorne use irony in "The Ambitious Guest"?

Hawthorne employs dramatic irony by showing that the Ambitious Guest's dreams of future greatness

are cut short by a sudden landslide that kills everyone, underscoring the futility of human ambition.

What role does nature play in "The Ambitious Guest"?

Nature is portrayed as powerful and indifferent, capable of both providing shelter and causing

destruction, symbolizing the uncontrollable forces that affect human lives.



How does the family in "The Ambitious Guest" respond to the visitor?

The family welcomes the Ambitious Guest warmly and listens to his ambitions, reflecting their kindness

and hope despite their isolated and precarious situation.

What message does Hawthorne convey about ambition in the story?

Hawthorne suggests that ambition, while a driving force for human endeavor, can be rendered

meaningless by fate and that human life is vulnerable to sudden, uncontrollable events.

Why is "The Ambitious Guest" considered a tragic story?

It is tragic because the characters' hopes and dreams are abruptly destroyed by a natural disaster,

resulting in their sudden and unexpected deaths.

Additional Resources

1. The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne

This classic novel explores themes of sin, guilt, and redemption in a Puritan community. The story

centers on Hester Prynne, who bears an illegitimate child and must wear the scarlet letter "A" as a

symbol of her adultery. Hawthorne's rich symbolism and psychological insight make this a seminal

work in American literature.

2. The House of the Seven Gables by Nathaniel Hawthorne

Set in a gloomy mansion with a dark family curse, this novel delves into themes of guilt, retribution,

and atonement. The story follows the Pyncheon family and their struggles with past sins and present

consequences. Hawthorne’s atmospheric writing creates a haunting tale of ancestral legacy and moral

complexity.

3. Twice-Told Tales by Nathaniel Hawthorne

A collection of short stories that includes "The Ambitious Guest," these tales often explore themes of

human nature, morality, and the supernatural. Hawthorne’s storytelling blends dark romanticism with



psychological depth, offering reflective insights into the human condition.

4. Young Goodman Brown by Nathaniel Hawthorne

This short story presents a symbolic journey into the heart of Puritan New England, where the

protagonist encounters a disturbing revelation about the nature of evil. The narrative explores faith,

doubt, and the loss of innocence, encapsulating Hawthorne's fascination with moral ambiguity.

5. Rappaccini’s Daughter by Nathaniel Hawthorne

A haunting tale of love and science, this story revolves around a young woman raised amidst

poisonous plants by her father, a scientist. The narrative grapples with themes of innocence,

corruption, and the consequences of human ambition, reflecting Hawthorne’s interest in the darker

aspects of human nature.

6. The Minister’s Black Veil by Nathaniel Hawthorne

In this allegorical short story, a minister suddenly begins wearing a black veil, symbolizing secret sin

and the hidden darkness within all people. The story examines themes of isolation, judgment, and the

nature of human sinfulness, making it a profound moral meditation.

7. Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment by Nathaniel Hawthorne

This story follows an eccentric doctor who invites friends to partake in a mysterious experiment that

promises to restore youth. The narrative explores themes of human folly, the desire to recapture the

past, and the inevitability of aging and death, showcasing Hawthorne’s moral and philosophical

concerns.

8. American Gothic Tales edited by Joyce Carol Oates

This anthology includes works by Nathaniel Hawthorne and other authors who contributed to the

American Gothic literary tradition. The collection features stories that explore dark, mysterious, and

supernatural themes, offering a broader context for understanding Hawthorne’s influence on American

Gothic literature.

9. Dark Romanticism: The Gothic Tradition in American Literature by J. Gerald Kennedy



This critical study examines the themes and characteristics of dark romanticism, a literary movement to

which Nathaniel Hawthorne belonged. It discusses Hawthorne’s works, including "The Ambitious

Guest," in relation to the broader tradition of Gothic and dark romantic literature in America, providing

valuable scholarly insights.
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