
Themes and Meanings 

The title of the story focuses on the disturbing element: ambition. The guest’s 

ambition is equated with his solitariness, his wandering, and his separation from 

the community of feeling enjoyed by the family. Ambition, in itself, is abstract. It 

seems to have nothing to do with the way this family lives; indeed, as the mother 

remarks, she feels a sense of strangeness when the family begins to talk in the 

guest’s terms about what it wants as opposed to what it already has. 

The eldest daughter is aware of the guest’s disturbing ideas when she replies, “It 

is better to sit here by this fire . . . and be comfortable and contented, though 

nobody thinks about us.” The guest, on the other hand, thinks of “Earthy 

Immortality,” as the narrator puts it. The guest rejects her acceptance of the status 

quo in favor of a sense of destiny. He ignores, however, the signs of fate 

that Nathaniel Hawthorne infuses into the sounds of nature: “There was a wail 

along the road, as if a funeral were passing.” What the family has forsaken, under 

the temporary influence of the guest, is its own attunement to the world. 

By not naming his characters, Hawthorne gives his story a universal dimension. It 

is about the family, about ambition, and about how human beings both place 

themselves in and abstract themselves from the world at large. As the narrator 

remarks of the family in this story, “Though they dwelt in such a solitude, these 

people held daily converse with the world.” 

“The Ambitious Guest” is a fable, but it is also a folktale with its origins, the 

narrator implies, in fact—not in fancy or in abstractions. Of the family, for 

example, the narrator comments: “All had left separate tokens, by which those 

who had known the family were made to shed a tear for each. Who has not 

heard their name?” They have become the subject of poets, the narrator notes, so 

that their fate becomes everyone’s fate, human fate—or, as the narrator puts it 

earlier in the story while commenting on the affinity of the family for the guest, 

“Is not the kindred of a common fate a closer tie than that of birth?” 

 



 

Summary 

“The Ambitious Guest” begins in a moment of great tranquillity, with a family 

cozily gathered around their hearth. Father and mother, eldest daughter and aged 

grandmother, are briefly described as assuming the guises of persons of their 

ages who are filled with great contentment. Although they are entirely 

comfortable, mention is made of the harsh winter weather and the dangerous 

position of the cottage, over which towers a mountain. The noise of stones 

tumbling down the mountain has often startled the family at midnight. 

Throughout the story, a contrast is made between the cozy harmony within and 

the stormy conditions of nature outside. The wind rattles their door, and they are 

glad of the company of a young traveler, who proceeds to make himself at home 

in the welcome atmosphere of the friendly family. 

The Ambitious Guest is “frank-hearted” and quickly engages the family in a 

discussion of his plans to make a reputation for himself. He finds in them a 

responsive mood that encourages his conversation about how a person must 

make his mark on life. As they are caught up in his enthusiasm, several family 

members express very personal feelings about their lives. The father would like a 

better property and a better title (Squire)—in short, a station in life that would 

command the respect of his community. One of the younger children, excited by 

all this discussion of life’s possibilities, calls out to his mother that he would like 

everyone, the guest included, to “go and take a drink out of the basin of the 

Flume!” His seemingly extravagant notion of visiting a brook that spills over into a 

“deep precipice” amuses the others, who cannot imagine leaving the presumed 

safety and comfort of the cottage. 

One by one, however, the family members forsake their usual placid acceptance 

of things as they are and admit to various fancies, so that, as the mother says, 

“we’re in a strange way, to-night.” The guest himself is portrayed as having “a 

high and abstracted ambition.” A solitary wanderer, his dreams of making his 



mark are just that—dreams, reveries removed from the concreteness of domestic 

life as it is evoked at the beginning of the story. 

The talk turns to death, as the grandmother confesses to a strange preoccupation 

with a superstition of her youth, that a corpse cannot rest in the grave if it 

suspects that something about its appearance is awry. She asks her children to 

make a point of holding a looking glass over her face to get a glimpse of herself 

after she is laid out for the grave. “Old and young, we dream of graves and 

monuments,” murmurs the guest, who has stimulated the whole family to think 

about how it wants to be remembered. 

Reminders of the roaring wind and of the harsh, inhospitable elements outside 

finally culminate in the “awful sound” of a slide. The family rushes from the 

cottage seeking a safer haven but, in fact, flees “right into the pathway of 

destruction.” The whole mountain falls on them. In the aftermath, their cottage 

remains intact and the circumstances of their lives are apparent to all who 

observe the tokens the family has left behind. Only the identity of the guest 

remains in doubt, his ambition having come to nought. In the short story 'The 

Ambitious Guest,' author Nathaniel Hawthorne masterfully develops the themes of ambition 

and how one defines contentment in life. In this lesson, we will analyze the story and reveal 

its greater meaning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary of The Ambitious Guest 

On one fateful, stormy night, a young traveler stops at the home of a content and kind 

family living near a deep, narrow mountain pass called a notch. The stranger needs a place to 

rest and asks the family for accommodations. They commonly assist travelers in this way; plus, 

this one makes great conversation, so he is welcomed for the night.  

Throughout the evening they talk, but as you'll read, the conversation is soon interrupted, 

first by sounds of a wagon, and later by something much worse. The family's home is located 



in a rather dangerous spot below the mountain; however, falling rocks happen regularly and 

have never caused any harm. Besides, they assure their guest that, in the event of a real 

catastrophe, they have a designated 'sure place' in which to seek shelter.  

As they continue to chat late into the evening, the ambitious young man admits that he has 

yet to accomplish anything of significance but says he hopes he will have 'achieved his 

destiny' before his death. He has big ambitions for himself, too. He goes on to say, 'I shall 

have built my monument!'  

To this, the father expresses his wish to leave a greater legacy - one with a larger home in a 

nicer place. The other family members agree, and begin to chime in with their deepest 

desires, hopes, and wishes.  

All of a sudden, the sound of a large avalanche begins to shake the house. In utter fear, and 

in unison they all shout, 'The Slide! The Slide!' Without a second thought, they rush out of 

the house for their 'safe place'. Ironically, they are all swept up in the rock slide and killed, 

though, the house goes untouched. They are never again seen.  

Analysis of The Ambitious Guest 

In the beginning of the story, the common fate of the hosts and visitor is quickly revealed. 

The narrator says, ''...he (the visitor) had kept himself apart from those who might otherwise 

have been his companion. The family, too, though so kind and hospitable, had the 

consciousness of unity among themselves, and separation from the world at large...'' The fact 

that the stranger and family are loners in their own ways, separate from others, is a similarity 

that should not be overlooked. Their long meeting of minds talk, foreshadows that the guest 

and his hosts will also share a common fate in the end - their death.  

Another example of this similarity is in the family's reaction to the visitor's ambitious 

comments. They convey 'There was a continual flow of natural emotion gushing forth amid 

abstracted reverie, which enabled the family to understand this young man's sentiment.' With 

this said, it is clear that the family has a degree of appreciation, interest and even compassion 

for the ideas of the visitor. They begin to identify with his ambition. For instance, as the 

visitor tells of the achievements he hopes for, the father shares with the family that he wished 

he had a 'good farm in another town. The grandmother tells the family that she desires most 

to wear a perfect outfit while dead in her coffin - not even a ruffle should be 'unsmooth', or a 

hair on her head out of place. These newly unearthed desires show how quickly and easily 

ambition can kill the contentment with our lives.  

 

 



 

 

Conflict: Security vs. Unknown 

Conflict: Complacency vs. Ambition 

Conflict: Fate vs. Choice  

The cottage itself poses a conflict, it represents security vs. the unknown. The family is 

never quite sure whether their house will remain secure in its position.  It sits at the 

base of a mountain where rocks and stones tumble towards it constantly.    

The family lives a complacent, quiet, life in the cottage as compared to the stranger, the 

guest, who seeks adventure and challenge.  The guest's attitude regarding how one 

should live life, and the attitudes of the family members are opposite from each other.   

The ultimate conflict is whether we control our fate or destiny, or is there really an 

element of choice involved in when death occurs.  When the family must decide 

whether they should remain in the small house once the storm begins to intensify and 

they hear sounds of the mountain collapsing, are they choosing their own destiny or was 

it fate.  

Influenced by the talk of the ambitious guest, the family chooses to flee the cottage and 

end up getting hit by the crumbling mountain, while the cottage remains untouched by 

the disaster. 

 

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

Though the stark New England setting is typical of Hawthorne's stories, the overall 

theme of "The Ambitious Guest" is somewhat unusual for him, focusing as it does on 

man's impotence in the face of the randomness of nature's power. Both the host family 

and the guest become caught up in their dreams for the future and are then killed due to 

unpredictable forces present in the outside world. They have no way of knowing, of 

course, that had they not rushed out from the safety of their dwelling, the landslide 

would not have buried them. 

The outcome seems to suggest that it is man's ambition, his will to stay alive, that ends 

up destroying him. Presumably, the characters would have made a better choice in 

staying put in the house, thus accepting the possibility of death, instead of trying to 

escape from it. Few of Hawthorne's other works imply that this fatalistic thinking makes 

any sense. In fact, his usual theme is the opposite: that man does make moral choices 

and does have it within his power to decide his future, though Hawthorne often 

expresses the idea negatively, showing that man is usually destroyed by the immoral 

paths he decides to take. This is the case in, for example, "The Birthmark," in which 

Aylmer ends up killing his wife because of his obsession with her imperfections, and in 



"Rappaccini's Daughter," in which Rappaccini himself and Giovanni bring about the 

tragedy through both the misapplication of science and their own ruthless moral 

judgments. 

If there is a link between "The Ambitious Guest" and these other works, it is the 

pessimistic view of human nature and the surrounding world that Hawthorne, like 

others of his period, expresses. Man is given a choice on how to act, but he makes the 

wrong choice more often than not. He is usually defeated by his own actions, either 

through the help of random effects of nature, as in "The Ambitious Guest," or through his 

inner weaknesses, his fears, and his tendency to judge others harshly and wrongly. 

•  

Why is the story titled "The Ambitious Guest"?  

"The title of the story focuses on the disturbing element: ambition. The guest's ambition 

is equated with his solitariness, his wandering, and his separation from the community 

of feeling enjoyed by the family."  

The very idea that the stranger was out wandering in the most difficult weather 

conditions, creates a contrast with the family who is nestled in their cottage.  The irony 

of the story is that both the family and the guest end up with the same fate. 

"The guest himself is portrayed as having “a high and abstracted ambition.” A solitary 

wanderer, his dreams of making his mark are just that—dreams, reveries removed from 

the concreteness of domestic life as it is evoked at the beginning of the story." 

What is the short plot of "The Ambitious Guest"? 

The plot revolves around a family living in a cottage which occupies a dangerous 

position at the base of an unstable mountain.  They feel very secure in their home, sitting 

by the fire, having always ignored the rumbling of stones they hear coming down the 

mountain. 

It is now winter, and an unexpected stranger appears at their door. The man is 

welcomed into the cottage by the family and begins to talk to them about his philosophy 

of life which is to take chances.  This is in direct contrast to the family who are very 

conservative in their lifestyle choices.   

The whole point of the story is that the guest brings a sense of dreamy adventure into 

the cottage and suddenly the family starts talking about doing things that seem out of 

character for them. 

"One by one, however, the family members forsake their usual placid acceptance of 

things as they are and admit to various fancies, so that, as the mother says, “we’re in a 

strange way, to-night.”  

The guest convinces the family to be more adventurous, so when danger comes, they 

choose a course of action contrary to what they ordinarily would have done. 



"The family rushes from the cottage seeking a safer haven but, in fact, flees “right into 

the pathway of destruction.” The whole mountain falls on them. In the aftermath, their 

cottage remains intact and the circumstances of their lives are apparent to all who 

observe the tokens the family has left behind."  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


