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PREFACE
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CHAPTER

BACKGROUND TOPIC : PURITANISM

Puritanism

Puritanism was a religious reformation movement that began in England
in the late 1500s. Its initial goal was removing any remaining links to
Catholicism within the Church of England after its separation from the
Catholic Church. To do this, Puritans sought to change the structure and
ceremonies of the church. They also wanted broader lifestyle changes in
England to align with their strong moral beliefs. Some Puritans emigrated to
the New World and established colonies built around churches that fit those
beliefs. Puritanism had a broad impact on England's religious laws and the
founding and development of the colonies in America.

Beliefs

Some Puritans believed in total separation from the Anglican Church,
while others simply sought reform and wished to remain a part of the church.
The belief that the church should not have any rituals or ceremonies not found
in the Bible united the two factions. They believed that the government should
enforce morals and punish behavior such as drunkenness and swearing.
However, Puritans did believe in religious freedom and generally respected the
differences in belief systems of those outside the Church of England,

Some of the major disputes between the Puritans and the Anglican
Church regarded the beliefs that priests should not wear vestments {clerical
clothing), that ministers should actively spread the word of God, and that the
church hierarchy (of bishops, archbishops, etc.) should be replaced with a
committee of elders.

Regarding their relationships with God, Puritans believed that salvation
was entirely up to God and that God had chosen only a select few to be saved,
yet no one could know if they were among this group. They also believed that
each person should have a personal covenant with God. The Puritans were
influenced by Calvinism and adopted its beliefs in predestination and the
sinful nature of man. Puritans believed that all people must live by the Bible
and should have a deep familiarity with the text. To achieve this, Puritans
placed a strong emphasis on literacy and education.

Background Topic :
Puritanism
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Puritans in England

Puritanism first emerged in the 16th and 17th centuries in England as a
movement to remove all vestiges of Catholicism from the Anglican Church. The
Anglican Church first separated from Catholicism in 1534, but when Queen
Mary took the throne in 1553, she reverted it to Catholicism. Under Mary,
many Puritans faced exile. This threat and the increasing prevalence of
Calvinism-which provided support for their viewpoint-further strengthened
Puritan beliefs. In 1558, Queen Elizabeth took the throne and reestablished
the separation from Catholicism, but not thoroughly enough for the Puritans.
The group rebelled and, as a result, were prosecuted for refusing to abide by
laws that required specific religious practices. This factor contributed to the
eruption of the English civil war between the Parliamentarians and the
Royalists, who fought in part over religious freedom in 1642.

Puritans in America

In 1608, some Puritans moved from England to Holland. In 1620, they
boarded the Mayflower to Massachusetts, where they established Plymouth
Colony. In 1628, another group of Puritans founded the Massachusetts Bay
Colony. Puritans eventually spread throughout New England, establishing
new self-governing churches. To become a full member of the church, seekers
had to testify of their personal relationship with God. Only those who could
demonstrate a “godly” lifestyle were permitted to join.

The witch trials of the late 1600s in places like Salem were run by the
Puritans’ religious and moral beliefs. But as the 17th century wore on, the
cultural strength of the Puritans gradually waned. As the first generation of
immigrants died out, their children and grandchildren became less connected
with the church. By 1689, the majority of New Englanders thought of
themselves as Protestants rather than Puritans, though many of them were
just as sharply opposed to Catholicism.

As the religious movement in America eventually fractured into many
groups (such as Quakers, Baptists, Methodists, and more), Puritanism became
more of an underlying philosophy than a religion. It evolved into a way of life
focused on self-reliance, moral sturdiness, tenacity, political isolationism, and
austere living. These beliefs gradually evolved into a secular lifestyle that was
(and sometimes is) thought of as a distinctly New England mentality.

QUESTIONS
m Multiple Choice Questions

1. To the Puritan clergy, Anne Hutchinson's most dangerous belief was :
(a) that men and women were equal in the eyes of God.

(b) that Roger Williams was innocent.

2 Self-Instructional Material
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(c) that God had communicated directly to her.
(d) that the Puritan clergy had taught false scripture.

Which of the following statements does not accurately describe the
difficulty that Puritans had maintaining a harmonious way of life?

(a) It was difficult to maintain a balance between emotion and intellect.

(b) It was difficult to maintain a balance between the individual and
community,

(c) It was difficult to maintain a balance between spiritual equality and
social hierarchy.

(d) Men and women were held in strict equality with one another.
The Puritans believed that land should be :
(a) shared with Native Americans. (b) communally farmed.

(c) owned by the individual who developed his own privately owned
parcels of land.

(d) used to provide produce and profits with all the members of the town.

Which statement best describes the raising of children in Puritan
households?

(a) Children were sent off to boarding schools at an early age.

(b) Children were pampered by their mothers and ignored by their
fathers.

(c) Since infant mortality was so high, surviving children were raised by
overly protective mothers,

(d) Children were expected to strictly obey their elders and were raised to
fear damnation,

About 90 percent of those who migrated to the Chesapeake in the 17th
century came as :

(a) soldiers {(b) explorers

(c) farmers (d) servants

Which of the following statements was not a consequence of the success of
tobacco farming in Virginia?

(8) Land became easier to obtain in Virginia than in England.

(b) Martial law was extended until 1630.

{c) English comman law replaced martial law.

(d) Virginia became an attractive lacation for many living in England.

The Angle-Powhatan Wars, which occurred between 1610 and 1646, were
caused by :

(a) the colonists who refused to trade with the Indians.

{

Background Topic :
Puritanism
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(b) the Indians who refused to help the colonists.

(c) Powhatan’s refusal to let John Rolfe marry Pocahontas.

(d)the British policy to subjugate the Indians to British authority.
The early colonists of Jamestown included which of the following?

(a)Skilled tradesmen who helped the others the survive the rigors of
colonization.

(b) Farmers who helped raise food for the others.

(c) A large number of peasants.

(d)Nobles who were charged with looking for gold.

The Englishman John Smith is best described as :
{a)an explorer (b) a soldier of fortune

{c) an English nobleman (d) a close friend of King James.

10. The first New England towns reflected all of the following except :

(a) The colonists’ first houses were very small and simple.

(b) The placement of houses was very standardized with streets and town

centers.

(c) The colonists had to adapt their village settlement ideas to a new

environment,

(d) Houses were placed closer to farmland than to neighbors.

11. Which of the following statements is a correct description of the

Mayflower Compact?

(a) The men on board the Mayflower bound themselves into a “civic body
politic.”

(b) The Pilgrims practiced an early and pure form of democracy.

(c) The Mayflower Compact applied just to the non-Pilgrims on board the
Mayflower.

(d) None of the above.

12. The Pequot War was caused by :

(a) English desire for more land.

(b) Conflicts among Europeans about who would govern the Connecticut
River Valley.
(c) Conflicts among Native Americans about who would trade with the

Europeans.
(d)All of the above.

13. Which of the following statements about the adoption of slavery in the

Chesapeake Bay is not correct?

{(a) Africans arrived in Virginia in 1619.
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(b) Slaves had an indistinct status-they were neither indentured servants
nor chattel slaves.

(¢) Slaves faced the same problems as the English: short life spans, harsh
environmental and working conditions, and little or no reward for their
efforts.

(d) Slaves saw their lives in the Chesapeake Bay region as a distinect

improvement over their lives in Africa.

Which of the following statements characterizes the Puritans and

Pilgrims?

(a) They emigrated to North America for both religious and economic
reasons.

(b) They were predominantly middle class and they had self-funded their
ventures so that they could control all aspects of their work and their
profit.

(¢) They believed they were on a mission to establish a new society based
on God’s word.

(d) They were fleeing justice in England.

Which was not a reason that English plantation owners in the Chesapeake
Bay region adopted slavery so quickly?

(a) The need for laborers and the price of slaves.
(b) The disease rate of indentured servants.

(c) The lack of indentured servants and scarcity of women.

(d) The British already had trade relations with Spain to secure slaves
from Africa.

Short Answers Type Questions

What are 5 values of Puritanism?

What did the Puritans believe?

What the Puritans did for fun?

What basic principles did the Puritans live by?

Why did the Puritans believe in the importance of educating everyone?
What are the main characteristics of Puritanism?

How did Puritanism start?

Long Answers Type Questions

How did the Puritans treat literature during the 19th century?

How did Puritans worship and behave?

Why did Puritans in England reject fiction? Is it simply because it is seen
as entertainment and, therefore, a distraction from dedication one’s life
and every single action to worship God, or is there any more detailed
explanation?

Background Topic :
Puritanism
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4. Write a critical note on Puritanism.

5. How did the creation of America emerge in the literature of the period?

Answers

2 Multiple Choice Questions
1. (©) 2(d 3@ 4@ 5@ 60 7. 8 o9
® 10.0) M.(@ 12.(d) 13.(d) 14.(c) 15.(d)

6 Self-Instructional Material



CHAPTER

2

BACKGROUND TOPIC :
TRANSCENDENTALISM

Transcendentalism

Transcendentalism, 19th-century movement of writers and philosophers
in New England who were loosely bound together by adherence to an idealistic
system of thought based on a belief in the essential unity of all creation, the
nnate goodness of humanity, and the supremacy of insight over logic and
experience for the revelation of the deepest truths, German transcendentalism
(especially as it was refracted by Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Thomas
Carlyle), Platonism and N eoplatonism, the Indian and Chinese scriptures, and
the writings of such mystics as Emanuel Swedenborg and Jakob Béhme were

sources to which the New England Transcendentalists turned in their search-

for a liberating philosophy.

Eclectic and cosmopolitan in its sources and part of the Romantic
movement, New England Transcendentalism originated in the area around
Concord, Massachusetts, and from 1830 to 1855 represented a battle between
the younger and older generations and the emergence of a new national culture
based on native materials. It attracted such diverse and highly individualistic
figures as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Margaret Fuller,
Orestes Brownson, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, and James Freeman Clarke, as
well as George Ripley, Bronson Alcott, the younger W.E. Channing, and W.H.
Channing. In 1840 Emerson and Margaret Fuller founded The Dial (1840-44),
the prototypal “little magazine” wherein some of the best writings by minor
Transcendentalists appeared. The writings of the Transcendentalists and
those of contemporaries such as Walt Whitman, Herman Melville, and
Nathaniel Hawthorne, for whom they prepared the ground, represent the first
flowering of the American artistic genius and introduced the American
Renaissance in literature.

In their religious quest, the Transcendentalists rejected the conventions
of 18th-century thought, and what began in ‘a. dissatisfaction with
Unitarianism developed into a repudiation of the whole established order.
They were leaders in experimental schemes for living (Thoreau at Walden
Pond, Alcott at Fruitlands, Ripley at Brook Farm); women’s suffrage; better

Background Topic :
Transcendentalism
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conditions for workers; temperance for all; modifications of dress and diet; the

rise of free religion; educational innovation; and other humanitarian causes.

Heavily indebted to the Transcendentalists’ organic philosophy,
aesthetics, and democratic aspirations were the pragmatism of William James
and John Dewey, the environmental planning of Benton MacKaye and Lewis
Mumford, the architecture (and writings) of Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd
Wright, and the American “modernism” in the arts promoted by Alfred
Stieglitz.

QUESTIONS

m Multiple Choice Questions
1. Transcendentalism was a philosophy within what larger literary

movement?
(a) Puritanism (b) American Romanticism
(c) The Enlightenment (d) American Realism
2. Transcendentalism prompted a shift in thought, emphasizing the
following :
(a) Reason and Logic (b) Reality/Science
(¢) Intuition and nature (d) Society over the individual

8. Transcendentalism was a movement during which time?
(a) 1776-1780 () 1830-1860
(c) 1900-1960 (d) 2001-2018
4, The transcendentalist believed that :
(a) Humans are born a blank slate.
(b) Humans are born with a sinful nature.
(¢) Humans are born basically good,
(d) Humans are boring,

5. Which is a tenent of Transcendentalism?

(a) Everyone is capable of understanding God through the use of
intuition.

(b)The individual is secondary to God and nature.
(c) Inspiration comes from civilization and society.
(d)God is a distant, uninvolved being.

6. Which is not a tenent of Transcendentalism?
(a) The individual is paramount,
(b) Major inspiration included nature and intuition.
(¢) The rational is valued over the spiritual.

(d)God is present in every aspect of nature.

8 Self-Instructional Material
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Many Transcendentalists were :
(a) Politicians (b) Ministers and Priests
(c) Scientists (d) Feminists and abolitionists

Which of the following was not a Transcendentalist?
(a) Ralph Waldo Emerson  (b) Henry David Thoreau

(c) Bronson Alcott (d) Jonathon Edwards
Wrote “The American Scholar” and “Self-Reliance” :
(a) Margaret Fuller (b) Ralph Waldo Emerson

(c) Henry David Thoreau (d) Benjamin Franklin

Wrote “Civil Disobedience” :
(a) Ralph Waldo Emerson  (b) Henry David Thoreau

(c) Bronson Alcott (d) Ghandi
Inspired Martin Luther King, Jr. and Ghandi :
(a) Emerson (b) Alcott

(c) Fuller (d) Thoreau

According to Transcendentalist views :

(a) Materialism is bad

(b) Materialism is necessary

(c) Financial security is the goal to lead to self-sufficency
(d) Money is good!

Select all that are part of Transcendental pursuits :

(a) intuition (b) connection with God and nature
(c) self-reliance (d) All of the above
Trancendentalism is a reformed version of the Unitarian religion.
(a) True (b) False

. Walt Whitman was an American poet, inspired by Transcendental ideas.

(a) True (b) False

Short Answers Type Questions

What does Transcendentalism mean?

What is Transcendentalism?

Are both Hawthorne and Poe against Transcendentalism?
What does Transcendentalism mean in literature?

What kind of community did the Transcendentalists live in?
What was the movement known as “Transcendentalism?”
Long Answers Type Questions

What are the differences between Transcendentalism and Puritanism
(Transcendentalism vs. Puritanism)?

Background Topic :
Transcendentalism
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What are the pros and cons of Transcendentalism?
What are the basic elements of Transcendentalism?

What are the beliefs of the major leaders in the transcendentalist

movement?

Examine the significance of the effects of the transcendentalist
movement.

What beliefs of Emerson and Thoreau are considered transcendentalist?
What does Transcendentalism have to do with reincarnation?

What were the beliefs of Transcendentalism, and how did American

writers incorporate them into their work?

Who is considered the most famous Transcendentalist from the
Transcendentalist movement?

Explain how Transcendentalism emerged in the early nineteenth
century.

ANSWERS

10 Self-Instructional Material
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CHAPTER

BACKGROUND TOPIC : THE FRONTIER

The Frontier

The frontier myth or myth of the West is one of the influential myths in
American culture. The frontier is the concept of a place that exists at the edge of
a civilization, particularly during a period of expansion. The American frontier
occurred throughout the 17th to 20th centuries as European Americans
colonized and expanded across North America. This period of time became
romanticized and idealized in literature and art to form a myth. Richard
Slotkin, a prominent scholar on the subject, defines the myth of the frontier as
“America as a wide-open land of unlimited opportunity for the strong,
ambitious, self-reliant individual to thrust his way to the top.”

Frederick Jackson Turner’s Frontier Thesis

In the United States, the concept of the frontier first became significant in
1893 when Frederick Jackson Turner used the term as a model for
understanding American culture in his essay, The Significance of the Frontier
in American History. In his Frontier Thesis, Turner defined the concept of the
frontier as “the meeting point between savagery and civilization,” and argued
that this point was the foundation for American identity and politics. Turner’s
interpretation of American expansion was that Americans had moved west in
waves, and the frontier was the tip of those movements, always the furthest
point from civilization. Turner claimed that at the frontier American pioneers
were transformed by their interaction with Native Americans and the
wilderness to become rugged individuals who prized their freedom and
individualism. As the frontier continued to move west it continued to transform
the pioneering Americans who went there, and in turn transform the nation.
Turner argued that nationalism, democracy (because of increased
individualism), and a rejection of European ideals were a result of the frontier.
Thus Turner concluded that America was only unique because of its interaction
with the frontier and the West as it developed during expansion, “to the
frontier the American intellect owes its striking characteristics.”

The heroes of Turner’s thesis are the farmers, those who come right after
the hunter/trapper pathfinders. In his eyes they are the first step toward
civilization, and when they arrive the boundary of the frontier moves

Background Topic :
The Frontier
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westward. In a broad sense, the notion of the frontier was the edge of the settled
country where unlimited free land was available and thus unlimited

opportunity.

While Turner did not create the myth of the frontier, he gave voice to it,
and his frontier thesis was a major contribution to the general acceptance of the
myth by scholars in the twentieth century. The focus on the West, and
particularly the idealized concept of the frontier, placed those areas as
foundational for American identity. Rather than looking to the Eastern city,
such as Boston or Philadelphia, as the epitome of American ideals and values,
the focus of American history and identity was on the farmers who were slowly
but steadily moving farther west, searching for land and a modest income.
Turner’s influence can be seen in nearly every single work of Western history to
follow, either dealt with directly or indirectly, particularly each time a scholar

uses the word frontier.

The Work of Richard Slotkin

As noted above, Richard Slotkin has devoted a career to studying the myth
of the frontier, writing three books on the subject, Regeneration Through
Violence, Fatal Environment, and Gunfighter Nation. Slotkin’s goal
throughout this trilogy is to trace the myth of the frontier from the original
colonies to the popular culture works of the twentieth century, tracing the
evolution and influence of the myth (as further explained below). Throughout
these works Slotkin defines myth as “a set of narratives that acquire through
specifiable historical action a significant ideological charge.” This definition is
useful in understanding how scholars study myth, and why the myth of the
frontier is significant. Slotkin’s definition evolves throughout the trilogy,
beginning with the general understanding of the myth of the frontier as
viewing America as a land of opportunity for the strong to conquer, then
incorporating capitalist exploitation of the land as America evolved into an
industrialist nation, finally being used a vehicle for cultural ideology in the
twentieth century era in popular culture.

Qverview

There are two ‘Wests’ - the historical West in which farmers, ranchers,
miners, prostitutes and criminals pursued their happiness, and the mythic
West that took deep root in the American imagination. Western novels (dime
novels, pulp fiction), mainstream literature (Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales),
newspapers, and plays portrayed the West as both a barren landscape full of
savages and a romanticized idealistic way of living for rugged men.

Being a frontiersman in the so-called Wild West, a cowboy, rancher or gold
miner were idealized within American mystery. Mark Twain colorfully related
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that accounts of gold strikes in the popular press had supported the feverish - The Frontier

expansion of the mining frontier and provoked mining “stampedes” during the
1860s and 1870s: “Every few days news would come of the discovery of a
brand-new mining region: immediately the papers would teem with accounts of
its richness, and away the surplus population would scamper to take
possession...”

Stmilarly the life of the hardy cowboy driving dusty herds of longhorns
northward from Texas to the cattle markets Abilene and Dodge City, Kansas,
was romanticized by the eastern press. This transformed the cattle industry
until the late 1870s. The former image of cowboys as ne’er-do-well and drifter
changed significantly. They were now glorified as men of rough-hewn integrity
and self-reliant strength.

QUESTIONS

Short Answers Type Questions \
What was the main idea of The Frontier thesis?
. What is the best definition for the term American frontier?

What are the characteristics of a frontier?

|

1

2

3

4. What is an example of a frontier?
m Long Answers Type Questions

1. What did The Frontier mean to the American?

2. What is the main idea of the significance of The Frontier in American history?
3. What is The Frontier in American literature?

4

How did The Frontier shape American culture and society?
¥
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CHAPTER

4

THE SCARLET LETTER
(Nathaniel Hawthorne)

The Custom-House : Introductory

Summary

Hawthorne begins The Scarlet Letter with a long introductory essay that
generally functions as a preface but, more specifically, accomplishes four
significant goals: outlines autobiographical information about the author,
describes the conflict between the artistic impulse and the commercial
environment, defines the romance novel (which Hawthorne is credited with
refining and mastering), and authenticates the basis of the novel by explaining
that he had discovered in the Salem Custom House the faded scarlet A and the
parchment sheets that contained the historical manuscript on which the novel
is based.

Analysis

The preface sets the atmosphere of the story and connects the present
with the past. Hawthorne’s description of the Salem port of the 1800s is directly
related to the past history of the area. The Puritans who first settled in
Massachusetts in the 1600s founded a colony that concentrated on God’s
teachings and their mission to live by His word. But this philosophy was

eventually swallowed up by the commercialism and financial interests of the
1700s.

The clashing of the past and present is further explored in the character of
the old General. The old General's heroic qualities include a distinguished
name, perseverance, integrity, compassion, and moral inner strength. He is
“the soul and spirit of New England hardihood.” Now put out to pasture, he
sometimes presides over the Custom House run by corrupt public servants,
who skip work to sleep, allow or overlook smuggling, and are supervised by an
inspector with “no power of thought, nor depth of feeling, no troublesome
sensibilities,” who is honest enough but without a spiritual compass.

A further connection to the past is his discussion of his ancestors.
Hawthorne has ambivalent feelings about their role in his life. In his
autobiographical sketch, Hawthorne describes his ancestors as “dim and
dusky,” “grave, bearded, sable-cloaked, and steel crowned,” “bitter
persecutors” whose “better deeds” will be diminished by their bad ones. There

14 Self-Instructional Material



can be little doubt of Hawthorne’s disdain for the stern morality and rigidity of
the Puritans, and he imagines his predecessors’ disdainful view of him:
unsuccessful in their eyes, worthless and disgraceful. “A writer of story books”’
But even as he disagrees with his ancestor’s viewpoint, he also feels an
instinctual connection to them and, more importantly, a “sense of place” in
Salem. Their blood remains in his veins, but their intolerance and lack of
humanity becomes the subject of his novel. . ;

This ambivalence in his thoughts about his ancestors and his hometown is
paralleled by his struggle with the need to exercise his artistic talent and the
reality of supporting a family. Hawthorne wrote to his sister Elizabeth in 1820,
“No man can be a Poet and a Bookkeeper at the same time.” Hawthorne’s
. references to Emerson, Thoreau, Channing, and other romantic authors
describe an inteliectual life he longs to regain. His job at the Custom House
stifles his creativity and imagination. The scarlet letter touches his soul (he
actually feels heat radiate from it), and while “the reader may smile,”
Hawthorne feels a tugging that haunts him like his ancestors.

In this preface, Hawthorne also shares his definition of the romance novel
as he attempts to imagine Hester Prynne’s story beyond Pue’s manuécript
account. A careful reading of this sectivn explains the author’s use of light
(chiaroscuro) and setting as romance techniques in developing his themes.
Hawthorne explains that, in a certain light and time and place, objects . .
seem to lose their actual substance, and become things of intellect.” He asserts
that, at the right time with the right scene beforg him, the romance writer can
“dream strange things and make them look like truth.”

Finally, the preface serves as means of authenticating the novel by
explaining that Hawthorne had discovered in the Salem Custom House the
faded scarlet A and the parchment sheets that contained the historical
manuscript on which the novel is based. However, we know of no serious,
scholarly work that suggests Hawthorne was ever actually in possession of the
letter or the manuseript. This technique, typical of the narrative conventions of
his time, serves as a way of giving his story an air of historic truth.
Furthermore, Hawthorne, in his story, “Endicott and the Red Cross,” published
nine years before he took his Custom House position, described the incident of a
woman who, like Hester Prynne, was forced to wear a letter A on her breast.

Chapter 1 : The Prison-Door

Summary

In this first chapter, Hawthorne sets the scene of the novel - Boston of the
seventeenth century. It is June, and a throng of drably dressed Puritans stands
before a weather-beaten wooden prison. In front of the prison stands an

' Background Topic :
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unsightly plot of weeds, and beside it grows a wild rosebush, which seems out of
place in this scene dominated by dark colors.

Analysis

In this chapter, Hawthorne sets the mood for the “tale of human frailty
and sorrow” that is to follow. His first paragraph introduces the reader to what
some might want to consider a (or the) major character of the work: the Puritan
society. What happens to each of the major characters - Hester, Pearl,
Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth - results from the collective ethics, morals,
psyche, and unwavering sternness and rigidity of the individual Puritans,
whom Hawthorne introduces figuratively in this chapter and literally and
individually in the next.

Dominating this chapter are the decay and ugliness of the physical
setting, which symbolize the Puritan society and culture and foreshadow the
gloom of the novel. The two landmarks mentioned, the prison and the
cemetery, point not only to the “practical necessities” of the society, but also to
the images of punishment and providence that dominate this culture and
permeate the entire story.

The rosebush, its beauty a striking contrast to all that surrounds it - as
later the beautifully embroidered scarlet A will be-is held out in part as an
invitation to find “some sweet moral blossom” in the ensuing, tragic tale and in
part as an image that “the deep heart of nature” (perhaps God) may look more
kindly on the errant Hester and her child (the roses among the weeds) than do
her Puritan neighbors. Throughout the work, the nature images contrast with
the stark darkness of the Puritans and their systems.

Hawthorne makes special note that this colony earlier set aside land for
both a cemetery and a prison, a sign that all societies, regardless of their good
intentions, eventually succumb to the realities of man’s nature (sinful/
punishment/prison) and destiny (mortal/death/cemetery). In those societies in
which the church and state are the same, when man breaks the law, he also

sins. From Adam and Eve on, man’s inability to obey the rules of the society has
been his downfall.

The Puritan society is symbolized in the first chapter by the plot of weeds
growing so profusely in front of the prison. Nevertheless, nature also includes
things of beauty, represented by the wild rosebush. The rosebush is a strong
image developed by Hawthorne which, to the sophisticated reader, may sum up
the whole work. First it is wild; that is, it is of nature, God given, or springing
from the “footsteps of the sainted Anne Hutchinson.” Second, according to the
author, it is beautiful - offering “fragrant and fragile beauty to the prisoner” - in
a field of “unsightly vegetation.” Third, it is a “token that the deep heart of
Nature could pity and be kind to” the prisoner entering the structure or the
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“condemned criminal as he came forth to his doom.” Finally, it is a predominant
image throughout the romance. Much the same sort of descriptive analyses
that can be written about the rosebush could be ascribed to the scarlet letter

itself or to little Pearl or, perhaps, even to the act of love that produced them
both.

Finally, the author points toward many of the images that are significant
to an understanding of the novel. In this instance, he names the chapter “The
Prison Door.” The reader needs to pay particular attention to the significance of
the prison generally and the prison door specifically. The descriptive language
in reference to the prison daor-*,.. heavily timbered with oak, and studded with
iron spikes” and the “rust on the ponderous iron-work ... looked more antique
than anything else in the New World” and, again, “ ... seemed never to have
known a youthful era”-foreshadows and sets the tone for the tale that follows.

Chapter 2 : The Market-Place

Summary T

The Puritan women waiting outside the prison self-righteously and
viciously discuss Hester Prynne and her sin. Hester, proud and beautiful,
emerges from the prison. She wears an elaborately embroidered scarlet letter A
- standing for “adultery”-on her breast, and she carries a three-month-old
infant in her arms.

Hester is led through the unsympathetic crowd to the scaffold of the
pillory. Standing alone on the scaffold as punishment for her adulterous
behavior, she remembers her past life in England and on the European
continent. Suddenly becoming aware of the stern faces looking up at her,
Hester painfully realizes her present position of shame and punishment.

Analysis

Although the reader actually meets only Hester and her infant daughter,
Pearl, in this chapter, Hawthorne begins his characterization of all four of the
novel's major characters. He describes Hester physically, and he tells about her
background, illustrating her pride and shame. Then we see Pearl and hear her
cry out when her mother fiercely clutches her at the end of fhe chapter.
Although Pearl is one of the physical symbols of Hester's sin (the other is the
scarlet A), she is much more than that. She is the product of an act of love -
socially forbidden love as it may have been - but love still. This is why Pear], as
we later learn, is not amenable to social rules. She was conceived in an act that
was intolerable in the Puritan code and society.

In addition to Hester and Pearl’s appearance, we get our first glimpse of
the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale and Roger Chillingworth, the novel’s other
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two main characters. Although the irony of Dimmesdale’s relationship to
Hester is not yet apparent, his grief over his parishioner Hester is commented
on by one of the women assembled near the prison who notes that Dimmesdale
“takes it very grievously to heart that such a scandal should have come upon
his congregation.” And, although Roger Chillingworth is not yet named, we are
given a rather full characterization of the man through Hester’s recollections of
him. He is the “misshapen scholar” who is Hester’s legal husband.

This Chapter also contains a description of the Puritan society and reveals
Hawthorne's critical attitude toward it. The smugly pious attitude of the
women assembled in front of the prison who condemn Hester is frightening -
especially when we hear them suggest that Hester should be scalded with a hot
iron applied to her forehead to mark her as a “hussy,” an immoral woman.
Although this scene vividly dramatizes what Hawthorne found objectionable
about early American Puritanism, he avoids over-generalizing here by
including the comments of a good-hearted young wife to show that not all
Puritan women were as bitter and pugnaciously pious as these “gossips.” The
young woman’s soft remarks of sympathy for Hester's suffering contrast
sharply with the comments of the majority of the women. It is important to
note, however, that even this young mother has brought her child to witness
the punishment, passing these morals and behaviors to the next generation.

When Hester appears with Pearl, she is in stark contrast to the gloom and
the grim reality of the crowd. She has a natural grace and dignity and rejects
the arm of the beadle, walking into the sunlight on her own. The most startling
part of her appearance is the scarlet letter A on her dress. What is meant tobe a
badge of shame is elaborately decorated in threads of gold. It goes far beyond
the standards of richness-sumptuary laws-decreed by the colony. Her
extraordinary appearance defies the order of the governor and the ministers.
The scarlet letter is “fantastically embroidered and illuminated” and takes “her
out of the ordinary relations with humanity” and into a sphere all her own. The
red of the letter, standing for adultery, reminds the reader of the rosebush and
the letter that later appears in the sky. Its color, for now at least, is associated
with her sin and will be strongly connected to Pear] throughout the novel.

Stylistically, the chapter employs a somewhat heavy historical narrative,
occasionally interrupted by Hawthorne's comments. It also uses such symbols
as the beadle, the scarlet letter A, and Pearl. In fact, many of the novel’s themes
become apparent by investigating the images and symbols represented in the
characters, physical objects, and larger social issues. For example, the beadle,
or town crier, who carries a sword and walks with a staff symbolic of religious -
and therefore social - authority, is deseribed as “grim and grisly.” This
description also characterizes, both the atmosphere in Chapter 2 and, more
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important, the society of which the beadle is a part. As the novel progresses,
Pearl, the offspring of Hester’s adulterous affair, becomes more strongly linked
to the scarlet letter A that Hester wears on her clothing; likewise, both Pearl’s
and the A’s symbolism are also more fully developed.

Chapter 3 : The Recognition

Summary

Hester recognizes a small, rather deformed man standing on the outskirts
of the crowd and clutches Pearl fiercely to her bosom. Meanwhile, the man, a
stranger to Boston, recognizes Hester and is horror-struck.

Inquiring, the man learns of Hester's history, her crime (adultery), and
her sentence: to stand on the scaffold for three hours and to wear the symbolic
letter A for the rest of her life. The stranger also learns that Hester refuses to
name the man with whom she had the sexual affair, This knowledge greatly
upsets him, and he vows that Hester's unnamed partner “will be known! - he
will be known! - he will be known!”

The Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, visibly upset, pleads with Hester to name
her accomplice. He tells her that she should name her partner in sin because
perhaps the man doesn’t have the courage to step forward even if he wants to.
Yet despite Dimmesdale’s passionate appeal, followed by harsher demands
from the Reverend Mr. Wilson and from a stern voice in the crowd (presumably
that of the deformed stranger), Hester steadfastly refuses to name the father of
her child. After a long and tedious sermon by the Reverend Mr. Wilson, during
which Hester tries ineffectively to quiet Pearl’s crying, she is led back to prison.

Analysis

The novel’s other two principal characters now make their first physical
appearance, and the tensions of the story begin to develop. In Chapter 4, the
reader learns that the stranger who so terrifies Hester calls himself Roger
Chillingworth, a pseudonym he has chosen for himself, In reality, he is Roger
Prynne, the husband whom Hester fears meeting face to face. The other
principal character is the young Reverend Dimmesdale, who pleads with
Hester to name the father of her infant daughter; Dimmesdale is Pearl’s father.

Hawtharne’s portrayal of Chillingworth emphasizes his physical
deformity, More important, Chillingworth’s misshapen body reflects (or
symhaolizes) the evil in his soul, which builds as the novel progresses. In this
chapter, Hawthorne provides hints of just how obsessed Chillingworth will
become with punishing Dimmesdale. For example, when Chillingworth
recognizes Hester standing alone on the seaffold, “a writhing horror twisted
itself across his features, like a snake gliding swiftly over them ..”
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Characteristic of Chillingworth, he internalizes “into the depths of his nature”
this external convulsion, which will feed his appetite for revenge throughout
the novel. The image of the snake is apt when we recall the serpent in the
biblical Garden of Eden and the carnal knowledge that it represents. From this
chapter forward, revenge and punishment for Dimmesdale will be

Chillingworth’s only consuming passion.

Dimmesdale’s one-paragraph speech to Hester reveals more about his
character than any description of his physical body and nervous habits that
Hawthorne provides., Knowing that he was Hester's sexual partner and is
Pearl’s father, the speech that he gives is ripe with double meanings. On one
level, he gives a public chastisement of Hester for not naming her lover; on
another level, he makes a personal plea to her to name him as her lover and
Pearl’s father because he is too morally weak to do so himself. Ironically, what
is initially intended to be a speech about Hester becomes more a commentary
about his own sinful behavior.

In his speech, Dimmesdale asks Hester to recognize his “accountability”
in addressing her, and he begs her to do what he cannot do himself. Publicly, he
is her spiritual leader, and, as such, he is responsible for her moral behavior.
Privately, however, he was her lover, and he shares the blame of the horrible
situation that she is in. He then admonishes her, as her spiritual leader, to
name her accomplice so that her soul might find peace on earth and, more
important, so that she might better her chance for salvation after her death.
When he then goes on to “charge” her with naming the transgressor, we
understand that he is privately pleading with her to expose him publicly and
thereby help ensure his salvation, for without public repentance salvation 1s

not attainable.

The dichotomy between Dimmesdale's public speech and personal
meaning is'most evident in the phrase “believe me.” This phrase comes directly
following his plea that Hester not take into consideration any feelings she
might still have for him, It also follows acknowledgment - privately to himself,
but through public speech-that it would be better for him to step down “from a
high place” and publicly stand beside her an the scaffold. Ultimately, his
official, public duty and his private, personal intention are one and the same: to
admonish Hester to expose her lover’s - his own - immorality because he is too
morally weak to do so himself.

Chapter 4 : The interview

Summary

Back in her prison cell, Hester is in a state of nervous frenzy, and Pearl

writhes in painful convulsions. That evening, when Roger Chillingworth enters
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Hester’s prison cell, she fears his intentions, but he gives Pearl a draught of
medicine that eases the child’s pain almost immediately, and she falls asleep.
After he persuades Hester to drink a sedative to calm her frayed nerves, the
two sit and talk intimately and sympathetically, each of them accepting a
measure of blame for Hester’s adulterous affair.

Chillingworth, the injured husband, seeks no revenge against Hester, but
he is determined to discover the father of Pearl. Although this unidentified
man doesn’t wear a scarlet A on his clothes as Hester does, Chillingworth vows
that he will “read it on his heart.” He then makes Hester promise not to reveal
his identity. Hester takes an oath to keep Chillingworth’s identity a secret,
although she expresses the fear that her vow of silence may prove the ruin of
her soul.

Analysis

Unlike the previous chapter, Hawthorne does not summarize or discuss
the actions of his characters, nor does he tell the readers what to think. Instead,
he puts Hester and Chillingworth together and lets the reader learn about
their attitudes and their relationship to each other through their dialogue. By
juxtaposing heavily prosaic chapters, like Chapter 3, with ones dominated by
the characters’ dialogue, Hawthorne creates a pattern in the novel that
heightens the dramatic content of the dialogic chapters.

Chapter 4 is especially important to understanding Chillingworth.
Hawthorne gives a view of what he has been as well as what he is to become.
Throughout the novel, he is referred to as a scholar, a man most interested in
studying - reading about - human behavior. Unfortunately, however,
Chillingworth hints that in his pursuit of scholarship, he has failed both Hester
and himself. He admits to her, “I betrayed thy budding youth into a false and
unnatural relation with my decay.” We can initially sympathize with this
lonely scholar who has been robbed of his wife, but we also can see the element
of his future self-destruction in his grim determination to discover the man who
has offended him. In fact, as Hester and Chillingworth continue their
conversation, we see the development of Chillingworth as one of the novel’s
symbols of evil.

Of Hester, we learn that she has never pretended to love her husband but
that she deeply loves the man whom Chillingworth has vowed to punish.
Ironically, it is Hester’s concern for Dimmesdale, more than her sense of
obligation to her marriage, that persuades her to promise never to reveal that
Chillingworth is her husband. This promise will make both Hester and
Dimmesdale suffer greatly later in the book.
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Chapter 5 : Hester at Her Needle

Summary

Her term of imprisonment over, Hester is now free to go anywhere in the
world, yet she does not leave Boston; instead, she chooses to move into a small,
seaside cottage on the outskirts of town. She supports herself and Pearl
through her skill as a seamstress. Her work is in great demand for clothing
worn at official ceremonies and among the fashionable women of the town - for
every occasion except a wedding.

Despite the popularity of her sewing, however, Hester is a social outcast,
The target of vicious abuse by the community, she endures the abuse patiently.
Ironically, she begins to believe that the scarlet A allows her to sense sinful and
immoral feelings in other people.

Analysis

Chapter 5 serves the purposes of filling in background information about
Hester and Pearl and beginning the development of Hester and the scarlet as
two of the major symbols of the romance. By positioning Hester's cottage
between the town and the wilderness, physically isolated from the community,
the author confirms and builds the image of her that was portrayed in the first
scaffold scene - that of an outcast of society being punished for her sinfcrime
and as a product of nature. Society views her “... as the figure, the body, the
reality of sin.”

e

Despite Hester’s apparent humility and her refusal to strike back at the
community, she resents and inwardly rebels against the viciousness of her
Puritan persecutors. She becomes a living symbol of sin to the townspeople,
who view her not as an individual but as the embodiment of evi] in the world,
Twice in this chapter, Hawthorne alludes to the community’s using Hester’s
errant behavior as a testament of immorality. For maralists, she represents
woman’s frailty and sinful passion, and when she attends church, she is often
the subject of the preacher’s sermon.

Banished by saciety to live her life forever as an outcast, Hester’s skill in
needlework is nevertheless in great demand, Hawthorne derisively condemns
Boston’s Puritan citizens throughout the novel, but here in Chapter 5 his
criticism is especially sharp. The very community members most appalled by
Hester's past conduct favor her sewing skills, but they deem their demand for
her work almost as charity, as if they are doing her the favar in having her sew
garments for them. Their small-minded and contemptuous attitudes are best
exemplified in their refusal to allow Hester to sew garments for weddings, as if
she would contaminate the sacredness of marriage were she to do so.
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The irony between the townspeople’s condemnation of Hester and her
providing garments for them is even greater when we learn that Hester is not
overly proud of her work. Although Hester has what Hawthorne terms “a taste
for the gorgeously beautiful,” she rejects ornamentation as a sin. We must
remember that Hester, no matter how much she inwardly rebels against the
hypocrisy of Puritan society, still conforms to the moral strictness associated
with Puritanism. |

The theme of public and private disclosure that so greatly marked
Dimmesdale’s speech in Chapter 3 is again present in this chapter, but this
time the scarlet A on Hester’s clothing is associated with the theme. Whereas
publicly the letter inflicts scorn on Hester, it also endows her with a new,
private sense of others’ own sinful thoughts and behavior; she gains a
“sympathetic knowledge of the hidden sin in other hearts.” The scarlet letter -
what it represents - separates Hester from society, but it enables her to
recognize sin in the very same society that banishes her. Hawthorne uses this
dichotomy to point out the hypoeritical nature of Puritanism: Those who
condemn Hester are themselves condemnable according to their own set of
values. Similar to Hester’s becoming a living symbol of immoral behavior, the
scarlet A becomes an object with a life seemingly its own : Whenever Hester is
in the presence of a person who is masking a personal sin, “the red infamy upon
her breast would give a sympathetic throb.”

In the Custom House preface, Hawthorne describes his penchant for
mixing fantasy with fact, and this technique is evident in his treatment of the
scarlet A. In physical terms, this emblem is only so much fabric and thread. Bui
Hawthorne’s use of the symbol at various points in the story adds a dimension
of fantasy to factual description. In the Custom House, Hawthorne claims to
have “experienced a sensation ... as if the letter were not of red cloth, but
red-hot iron.” Similarly, here in Chapter 5, he suggests that, at least according
to some townspeople, the scarlet A literally sears Hester’s chest and that,
“red-hot with infernal fire,” it glows in the dark at night. These accounts create
doubt in the reader’s mind regarding the true nature and function of the
symbol. Hawthornes’ imbuing the scarlet A with characteristics that are both
fantastical and symbolic is evident throughout the novel - particularly when
Chillingworth sees a scarlet A emblazoned on Dimmesdale’s bare chest and
when townspeople see a giant scarlet A in the sky-and is a technique common
to the romance genre,

Chapter 6 : Pearl

Summary

During her first three years, Pear], who is so named because she came “of
great price,” grows into a physically beautiful, vigorous, and graceful little girl,
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She is radiant in the rich and elaborate dresses that Hester sews for her.
Inwardly, however, Pearl possesses a complex character. She shows an
unusual depth of mind, coupled with a fiery passion that Hester is incapable of
controlling either with kindness or threats. Pear] shows a love of mischiefand a
disrespect for authority, which frequently reminds Hester of her own sin of

passion.

Because both Hester and Pearl are excluded from society, they are
constant companions. When Pear] is on walks with her mother, she
occasionally finds herself surrounded by the curious children of the village.
Rather than attempt to make friends with them, she pelts them with stones
and violent words.

Pear!’s only companion in her playtime is her imagination. Significantly,
in her games of make-believe, she never creates friends; she creates only
enemies - Puritans whom she pretends to destroy. But the object that most
captures her imagination is the scarlet letter A on her mother’s clothing.
Hester worries that Pearl is possessed by a fiend, an impression strengthened
when Pearl denies having a Heavenly Father and then laughingly demands
that Hester tell her where she came from.

Analysis

This chapter develops Pear] both as a character and as a symbol. Pearlis a
mischievous and almost unworldly child, whose uncontrollable nature reflects
the sinful passion that led to her birth. Pearl’s character is closely tied to her
birth, which justifies and makes the “other worldliness” about her very -
important. She is a product and a symbol of the act of adultery, an act of love,am
act of passion, a sin, and a crime. Hawthorne, the narrator, states, “[Pearl] was
worthy to have been brought forth in Eden; worthy to have been left there, to be
the plaything of the angels ...” However, she “lacked reference and adaptation
to the world into which she was born.”

The Puritan community believed extramarital sex to be inherently evil
and influenced by the devil, and, because Pearl is a product of her mother’s
extramarital sex, Hawthorne raises the issue of Pearl’s nature. Can something
good come from something evil? Is Pearl inherently evil because she was horn
from what the Puritans conceived to be an immoral, sinful union? Perhaps,
thinks Hester, who is fearful at least of such a predetermined outcome. Qur
modern gensibilities, however, shudder at the implication that an immoral act
between two adults necessarily means that a child barn from that sexual affair
will be inherently evil.

Hawthorne’s condemnation of Puritanism continues in this chapter. His

strongest rebuttal of the society’s self-serving, false piety occurs when he
ironically contrasts the Puritan community’s treatment of Hester and God’s



treatment of her. He notes of Hester’s fellow citizens, “Man had marked this
woman’s sin by a scarlet letter, which had such potent and disastrous efficacy
that no human sympathy could reach her, save it were sinful like herself.”
Ironically juxtaposed against the Puritan’s sentence that Hester wear the
scarlet letter A is “God, [who] as a direct consequence of the sin which man thus
punished, had given her a lovely child, ... to be finally a blessed soul in heaven!”
The comparison between the community’s (Puritan’s) and God’s responses to
Hester’s extramarital affair is dramatic.

Chapter 7 : The Governor’s Hall

Summary

Hester has heard that certain influential citizens feel Pearl should be
taken from her. Alarmed, Hester sets out with Pearl for Governor Bellingham’s
mansion to deliver gloves that he ordered. More important, however, Hester
plans to plead for the right to keep her daughter.

Pearl has been especially dressed for the occasion in an elaborate scarlet
dress, embroidered with gold thread. On the way to the governor’s mansion,
Hester and Pearl are accosted by a group of Puritan children. When they taunt
Pearl, she shows a temper as fiery as her appearance, driving the children off
with her screams and threats.

Reaching the Governor’s large, elaborate, stucco frame dwelling, Hester
and Pearl are admitted by a bondsman. Inside a heavy oak hall, Hester and
Pearl stand before Governor Bellingham'’s suit of armor. In its curved, polished
breastplate, both Hester’s scarlet A and Pearl are distorted. Meanwhile, as
Hester contemplates her daughter’s changed image, a small group of men
approaches. Pearl becomes quiet out of curiosity about the men who are coming
down the path.

Analysis

In addition to preparing the way for the dramatic and crucial interview to
come between Hester and the governor, this chapter displays Hawthorne’s
Imagination in developing Pearl’s strange nature and the scarlet symbol. Like
a symphony with variations, the assorted scarlet references in this chapter add
to the richness of the letter’'s meaning.

Hester comes to Governor Bellingham’s house because she has heard that
people - particularly the governor - want to deprive her of Pearl. Once again
Hawthorne shows his disdain for the smug attitudes of the Puritans. They
reason that their “Christian interest” requires them to remove Pearl - the
product of sin - from her mother’s influence. If Pearl is “capable of moral and
religious growth” and perhaps even salvation, they see it as their “duty” to
move her to a more trustworthy Christian influence. Hawthorne chides these
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self-righteous Puritans and likens their concern to a dispute in Puritan courts
involving the right of property in a pig.

Hawthorne also designs this chapter to advance the reader’s knowledge of
Pear], both in appearance and actions. She is constant motion with “rich and
luxuriant beauty.” Her actions are full of fire and passion. When the Puritan
children fling mud at Pearl, she scares them off. She is an “angel of judgement,”
an “infant pestilence.” Once her fire is spent, she returns quietly to her mother
and smiles. Her actions seem to be preternatural behavior in such a young
child. Her scarlet dress, a product of Hester’s imagination and needle, seems to
intensify her “fire and passion.” Pearl’s scarlet appearance is closely associated
with the scarlet letter on Hester's bosom, and Hawthorne continues this
relationship as the novel unfolds.

When Hester is told the governor cannot see her immediately, she firmly
tells the servant she will wait. Her determined manner indicates to the servant
how strongly she feels about the issue of Pearl’'s guardianship. Because the
servant is new in the community, he has not heard the story of the scarlet
letter. The beautifully embroidered emblem on her dress and her
determination cause him to think she is a person of some influence. Hawthorne
emphasizes the servant’s recent arrival to impress upon the reader the
well-known nature of the scarlet letter’s story.

Bellingham’s house is described as a mansion of fantasy: cheery,
gleaming, sunny, and having “never known death.” It comes to life as the only
interior description in the novel. Bellingham’s home is a mixture of stern
Puritan portraits and Old World comforts. Is it any wonder that the polished
mirror of the breastplate on Bellingham’s armor plays tricks on the eyes? Here
in this fortress of Puritan rules where men will decide her fate, Hester virtually
vanishes behind the scarlet A in the breastplate’s reflection. Even Pearl’s
naughtiness and impish qualities are exaggerated - at least in Hester’s mind -
as if to defy the stifling, moralistic atmosphere of this place. The governor and

his cronies arrive, and Pearl lets out an eerie scream. Their future approaches.

Chapter 8 : The Elf-Child and the Minister

Summary

The group of men approaching Hester and Pearl include Governor
Bellingham, the Reverend John Wilson, the Reverend Dimmesdale, and Roger
Chillingworth, who, since the story’s opening, has been living in Boston as
Dimmesdale’s friend and personal physician.

The governor, shocked at Pearl’s vain and immodest costume, challenges

Hester's fitness to raise the child in a Christian way. He asks Reverend Mr.
Wilson to test Pearl’s knowledge of the catechism. Pearl deliberately pretends
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Ignorance. In answer to the very first question-“Who made thee?”-Pearl replies
that she was not made, but that she was “plucked .... off the bush of wild roses
that grew by the prison door.”

Horrified, the governor and Mr. Wilson are immediately ready to take
Pearl away from Hester, who protests that God gave Pearl to her and that she
will not give her up. Pearl is both her happiness and her torture, and she will
die before she relinquishes her. She appeals to Dimmesdale to speak for her.
Dimmesdale persuades Governor Bellingham and Mr. Wilson that Hester
should be allowed to keep Pearl, whom God has given to her as both a blessing
and a reminder of her sin, causing Chillingworth to remark, “You speak, my
friend, with a strange earnestness.” Pearl, momentarily solemn, caresses
Dimmesdale’s hand and receives from the minister a furtive kiss on the head.

Leaving the mansion, Hester is approached by Mistress Hibbins,
Governor Bellingham’s sister. Hester refuses the woman'’s invitation to a
midnight meeting of witches in the forest, saying she must take Pearl home,
but she adds that, if she had lost Pear], she would willingly have signed on with
the devil.

Analysis

This chapter brings back together the major characters from the first
scaffold scene - Hester, Pearl, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth - as well as
representatives of the Church, the State, and the World of Darkness. Note, too,
that underneath the surface action, Hawthorne offers several strong hints
concerning the complex relationships of his characters. In Hester's appealing to
Dimmesdale for help, in Pearl’s solemnly caressing his hand, and in the
minister’s answering kiss lie solid hints that Dimmesdale is Pearl’s father.

Hester calls on her inner strength in her attempt to keep Pearl. She
argues quite eloquently that the scarlet letter is a badge of shame to teach her
child wisdom and help her profit from Hester's sin. However, Pearl’s refusal to
answer the catechism guestion causes the decision of the Church and the State
to go against her. Now Hester’s only appeal is to Dimmesdale, the man whose
reputation she could crush.

Pearl] once again reveals her wild and passionate nature. In saying that
her mother plucked her from the wild roses that grew by the prison door, she
defies both Church and State. While such an answer seems precocious for a
small child, the reader must remember that Hawthorne uses characters

symbolically to present meaning. Pearl’s action recalls Hester’s defiance on the

scaffold when she refuses to name the father of her child. The dual nature of
Pearl’s existence as both happiness and torture is restated in Hester’s plea, and
this point is taken up by Dimmesdale. The minister’s weakened condition and
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his obvi;)us nervousness suggest how terribly he has been suffering with his
concealed guilt.

Nevertheless, Dimmesdale adds to Hester's plea when he states that
Pearl is a “child of its father's guilt and its mother’s shame” but still she has
come from the “hand of God.” As such, she should be considered a blessing. The
minister argues that Pear] will keep Hester from the powers of darkness. And
so she is allowed to keep her daughter. Those powers of darkness can be seen in
both the strange conversation with Mistress Hibbins and also in the change in
Chillingworth.

As if to prove that Hester will be kept from the darkness by Pearl,
Hawthorne adds the scene with Mistress Hibbins. While Mr. Wilson says of
Pearl, “that little baggage has witcheraft in her,” Hester says she would
willingly have gone with the Black Man except for Pearl.

These dark powers are also suggested by the fourth main character,
Chillingworth. The change noted by Hester in Chillingworth’s physical
appearance, now more ugly and dark and misshapen, is a hint that in the
scholar’s desire for revenge, evil is winning the battle within him and is
reflected in his outward appearance. That Chillingworth is Dimmesdale’s
personal physician : and supposed friend gives him the opportunity to apply
psychological pressure on the minister. Chillingworth’s comment on
Dimmesdale’s strange earnestness and his statement that he could make a
“shrewd guess at the father” suggest that he may already have decided on
Dimmesdale’s guilt.

The battlefield has been marked : The forces of light and darkness are

vying for human souls.

Chapter 9 : The Leech

Summary

Since first appearing in the community, Chillingworth has been well
received by the townspeople, not only because they can use his services as a
physician, but also because of his special interest in their ailing clergyman,
Arthur Dimmesdale. In fact, some of the Puritans even view it as a special act
of Providence that a man of Chillingworth’s knowledge should have been
“dropped,” as it were, into their community just when their beloved young
minister's health seemed to be failing. And, although Dimmesdale protests
that he needs no medicine and is prepared to die if it is the will of God, he agrees
to put his health in Chillingworth’s hands. The two men begin spending much
time together and, finally, at Chillingworth’s suggestion, they move into the
same house, where, although they have separate apartments, they can move
back and forth freely.
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Gradually, some of the townspeople, without any real evidence except for
the growing appearance of evil in Chillingworth’s face, begin to develop
suspicions about the doctor. Rumors about his past and suggestions that he
practices “the black art” with fire brought from hell gain some acceptance.
Many of the townspeople also believe that, rather than being in the care of a
Christian physician, Arthur Dimmesdale is in the hands of Satan or one of his
agents who has been given God’s permission to struggle with the minister’s
soul for a time. Despite the look of gloom and terror in Dimmesdale’s eyes, all of
them have faith that Dimmesdale’s strength is certain to bring him victory over
his tormentor.

Analysis

The theme of good and evil battling is carried through in Chapter 9, “The
Leech,” a ponderous and philosophical chapter with little action and much
positioning of characters. We see the double meaning of the word “leech,” the
decline of Dimmesdale under his weight of guilt, the development of his
relationship with Chillingworth, and the point of view of the townspeople,
which have strikingly opposing opinions about the influence of Chillingworth
on the minister. As he ingratiates himself with the young minister, and the
town sees Chillingworth as “a brilliant acquisition.” On the other hand, they
suspect that the relationship and proximity of Chillingworth and Dimmesdale
have led to Dimmesdale’s deterioration.

Hawthorne purposely uses the old-fashioned term “leech” for “physician”
because of its obvious double meaning. As a doctor, Chillingworth seems to be
making complicated medicines that he learned at the feet of the Indians; he
also appears to be sucking the life out.of Dimmesdale.

Chillingworth’s devious and evil nature is developed in this chapter. As he
moves into a home with Dimmesdale and the two freely discuss their concerns,
there begins to develop “a kind of intimacy” between them. To Dimmesdale,
Chillingworth is the “sympathetic” listener and intellectual whose mind and
interests appeal to him. The reader, however, is told that, from the time

Chillingworth arrived in Boston, he has “a new purpose, dark, it is true.” As |

Chillingworth becomes more and more absorbed in practicing “the black art,”
the townspeople notice the physical changes in him, and they begin to see
“something ugly and evil in his face.” His laboratory seems to be warmed with
“infernal fuel,” and the fire, which also leaves a sooty film on the physician’s
face, appears to come from hell.

As the people in town watch this struggle, they feel that this disciple of
Satan cannot win and that the goodness of Dimmesdale will prevail.
Dimmesdale, however, is not so sure. Each Sunday, he is thinner and paler,
struggling under the unrevealed guilt of his deed. The occasional habit of
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pressing his hand to his ailing heart has now become a constant gesture. He
turns down suggestions of a wife as a helpmate, and some parishioners
associate his illness with his strong devotion to God. Dimmesdale, although he
discusses the secrets of his soul with his physician, never reveals the ultimate
secret that Chillingworth is obsessed with hearing. Their relationship is
further explored in the next few chapters.

Chapter 10 : The Leech and His Patient

Summary

In this and the next few chapters, Chillingworth investigates the identity
of Pearl’s father for the sole purpose of taking revenge. Adopting the attitude of
a judge seeking truth and justice, he quickly becomes fiercely obsessed by his
search into Dimmesdale’s heart. He is frequently discouraged in his attempts
to pry loose Dimmesdale’s secret, but he always returns to his “digging” with all
his intelligence and passion.

Most of Chapter 10 concerns the pulling and tugging by Chillingworth at
the heart and soul of Dimmesdale. One day in Chillingworth’s study, they are
interrupted in their earnest discussion by Pearl and Hester’s voices outside
the graveyard. They comment on Pear!’s strange behavior and then return to
their discussion. Watching Hester and Pear] depart, Dimmesdale agrees with
Chillingworth that Hester is better off with her sin publicly displayed than she
would be with it concealed.

When Chillingworth renews his probing of Dimmesdale’s conscience,
suggesting that he can never cure Dimmesdale as long as the minister conceals
anything, the minister says that his sickness is a “sickness of the soul” and

-| passionately cries out that he will not reveal his secret to “an earthly

physician.” Dimmesdale rushes from the room, and Chillingworth smiles at his
success.

One day, not long afterward, Chillingworth finds Dimmesdale asleep in a
chair. Pulling aside the minister’s vestment, he stares at the clergyman’s chest.
What he sees there causes “a wild look of wonder, joy, and horror,” and he does
a spontaneous dance of ecstasy.

Analysis

This chapter allows the reader to witness Chillingworth’s evil
determination to accomplish his revenge on and te increase the painful inner
suffering of young Arthur Dimmesdale. The reader is also given the best
insight yet into the nature of Dimmesdale’s tortured battle with himself.
Clearly, the struggle within his soul is destroying him, as evidenced by his
physical appearance and his mental anguish, yet he still cannot confess his role
in the adulterous affair with Hester. It should be noted that Dimmesdale
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articulates his justification for his silence, but, in the face of Chillingworth’s
diabolical logic and questioning intended to manipulate the minister into a
confession of his sin, Dimmesdale breaks off the colloquy.

Hawthorne refers in this chapter to Chillingworth’s earlier reputation as
once a “pure and upright man.” His shadowy and fiendish descriptions and
images of him, however, further develop his symbolic representation of one who
_ how appears to be doing the work of the devil, Just as he was earlier connected
to the devil by soot and fire, now Hawthorne uses an allusion to the door of hell
In Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and a reference to the breach of
physician-patient relationship and trust in describing Chillingworth as “a thief
entering a chamber where a man lies only half asleep” to further emphasize his
evilness.

The methodical and devious scholar argues by example and innuendo that
Dimmesdale should not die with sin on his conscience; confession will offer him
relief in this life and the next. He further argues that the minister cannot serve

his fellow man while he has terrible secrets in his soul. Dimmesdale at first |

resists these arguments saying that they are all fantasy. He feels that people
have been able to help their fellow men despite spotted consciences. The
minister is a match for Chillingworth until a new sound enters the room.

Fearl’s voice comes through the chamber window. She is skipping about
on the gravestones in the cemetery and even dancing on one. While Hester tries
to restrain her, Pearl will not be controlled by human rules. She calls out to her
mother that the minister is already in the grip of the Black Man, and she
mischievously throws the burrs at him that she has been using to decorate her
mother’s token of sin. Chillingworth says, “There is no law, nor reverence for
authority, no regard for human ordinances or opinions, right or wrong, mixed
up in that child’s composition.” Dimmesdale agrees, except that she has “the
freedom of a broken law.”

Following this interruption, Chillingworth asks if Hester is not better off
for having confessed her sin rather than hiding it. The young minister agrees,
but remains steadfast in his refusal to confess to an earthly doctor rather than
talking with God Because of Chillingworth’s constant probmg, Dimmesdale
becomes angry ‘and rushes from the room,

Later, the minister is asleep in a chair and Chillingworth makes his dark
discovery. The spectacular but mysterious reference to Dimmesdale’s chest, at
the end of the chapter, is an important “clue” that we should remember when
we reach Chapter 23. At this point, Chillingworth has identified his quarry.

In this chapter, Hawthorne further develops an important thematic
purpose by establishing a firm connection between the body and the soul, the
external representation of the inner character A strange sympathy betwixt
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soul and body”). The reader is explicitly lead to interpret the appearances and
actions of the characters symbolically with the description of Chillingworth’s
appearance and actions as he uncovers the secret that lay on Dimmesdale’s
bosom. The major characters, in fact, are more important as symbols than real
people. If their actions seem extraordinary or preternatural to one’s sense of
reality, he should look carefully to the development of the symbol where objects
“loose their actual substance, and become things of intellect.”

Chapter 11 : The Interior of a Heart

Summary

Feeling that he is in full possession of Dimmesdale’s secret, Chillingworth
begins his unrelenting torture of the minister, subtly tormenting him with
comments designed to trigger fear and agony. Dimmesdale does not realize
Chillingworth’s motives, but he nonetheless comes to fear and abhor him,

As Dimmesdale’s suffering becomes more painful and his body grows
weaker, his popularity among the congregation grows stronger. Such mistaken
adoration, however, further tortures Dimmesdale and brings him often to the
point of making-a public confession that he is Pearl’s father. The minister’s
sermons are eloquent, but his vague assertions of his own sinful nature are
taken by his parishioners as further evidence of his holiness.

Because Dimmesdale is incapable of confessing that he was Hester’s lover
and that he is Pearl’s father - the one act necessary to his salvation - he
substitutes self-punishment. He beats himself with a bloody whip and keeps
frequent all-night vigils during which his mind is plagued by frightening
visions. On one such night while he is seeking peace, Dimmesdale dresses
carefully in his clerical clothes and leaves the house.

Analysis

This chapter and the previous one give an in-depth description of a heart
“of human frailty and sorrow.” The focus of this chapter continues to be
Dimmesdale’s painful agony, as he writhes beneath the burden of a guilt he
seems powerless to confess. Along with strong characterizations of
Dimmesdale and Chillingworth, Hawthorne makes two additions to the plot in
this chapter : first, the confirmation that Chillingworth no longer has doubts
about the minister’s guilt; thus, he has undertaken a planned (and successful)
campaign to wreak vengeance on the man who seduced his wife and fathered a
child by her; second, a specific statement about the methods and degrees of
Dimmesdale’s own self-punishment.

Hawthorne’s irony is evident again in the clever paradox of Dimmesdale’s
futile attempts at public confession. His suffering has given him sympathies

that cause him to understand the sins of others, which results in eloquent and
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moving sermons. The more Dimmesdale asserts his own sinfulness, the holier
his congregation believes him to be. The clergyman is aware that his
inadequate confessions are being misunderstood; in fact, he is consciously
taking advantage of that misunderstanding: “The minister well knew - subtle,
but remorseful hypocrite that he was! - the light in which his vague confession
would be viewed.” Thus, his sin is compounded by his actions during his period
of psycho-spiritual struggle. Hawthorne ensures that readers’ sympathy for
Dimmesdale’s suffering does not blind them to the fact that the minister is a
sinner whose troubles are largely of his own making.

At the same time, the symbol of human evil, Chillingworth, appears more
evil than ever in this chapter. Chillingworth, Hawthorne says, is a “poor,
forlorn creature . . . more wretched than his victim.” His revenge is coming at a
cost : He is becoming the personification of evil.

Chapter 12 : The Minister’s Vigil

Summary

After leaving the house, Dimmesdale walks to the scaffold where, seven
years earlier, Hester Prynne stood, wearing her sign of shame and holding
Pearl. Now, in the damp, cool air of the cloudy May night, Dimmesdale mounts
the steps while the town sleeps. Realizing the mockery of his being able to
stand there now, safe and unseen, where he should have stood seven years ago
before the townspeople, Dimmesdale is overcome by a self-hatred so terrible
that it causes him to cry aloud into the night.

Hester and Pearl, who are returning from Governor Winthrop’s deathbed,
mount the scaffold, and the three of them stand hand-in-hand, Hester and
Dimmesdale linked by Pearl. Twice, Pearl asks Dimmesdale if he will stand
there with them at noon the next day; the minister says he will stand there
with them on “the great judgment day.” As he speaks, a strange light in the sky
illuminates the scaffold and its surroundings. Looking up, Dimmesdale seems
to see in the sky a dull red light in the shape of an immense letter A. At the
same instant, Dimmesdale is aware that Pearl is pointing toward Roger
Chillingworth who stands nearby, grimly smiling up at the three people on the
scaffold. Overcome with terror, Dimmesdale asks Hester about the true
identity of Chillingworth. Remembering her promise to Chillingworth, Hester
remains silent.

After the next morning’s sermon, the sexton startles the minister by
returning one of his gloves, which was found on the scaffold. (“Satan dropped it
there, I take it, intending a scurrilous jest against your reverence.”) The sexton
also asks about the great red letter A that appeared in the sky the past night.

Background Topic :
The Frontier

Self-Instructional Material 33



American Literature
(19" Century)

Analysis - ' —

This chapter, the second of three crucial scaffold scenes, appears exactly
in the middle of the novel. Again, Hawthorne gathers all of his major
characters in one place - this time in a chapter so foreboding, so convincing in
its psychology, and so rich in its symbolism that it is unquestionably one of the
most powerful in the novel. -

In his description of Dimmesdale’s actions while alone on the scaffold,
Hawthorne demonstrates his mastery of psychological realism. The sudden
changes in mood that take place in the minister'’s tired mind, the
self-condemnation for his cowardice, the near-insanity of his scream, and his
impulse to speak to Mr. Wilson all are developed convincingly. The first
scaffold scene took place during the noon hours and concentrated on Hester’s
guilt and punishment. This second scene, occurring at the midnight hours, puts
both “sinners” on the scaffold and concentrates on Dimmesdale’s guilt and
punishment. All the major characters of the first scene are again present. The
town, although present, sleeps or is otherwise unaware of the action,

Previously, we have seen Dimmesdale’s conscious mind attempting to
reason through the problem of his concealed guilt. In contrast, in this chapter,
we see the tortured workings"of his subconscious mind, which is the real scurce
of his agony. When Dimmesdale is forced by Pearl’s repeated question to bring
the issue into the open, his fear of confession still dominates his subconscious
desire to confess. Just as the town was asleep earlier and there was “no peril of
discovery,” now he backs off once again. His two refusals to publicly
acknowledge his relationship with Hester and Pearl suggest, perhaps, Peter’s
first two denials of Christ.

Hawthorne's flair for Gothic detail is demonstrated in the appearance of a
spectacular, weird light and the startling revelation of the diabolical Roger
Chillingworth, who is standing near the scaffold. However, although both
details have the effect of supernatural occurrences, Hawthorne is careful to
give a natural explanation for each of them. The light, Hawthorne says, “was
doubtless caused by one of those meteors, which the night-watcher may so
often observe, burning out to waste.”

Of course, the meteor seemed otherwise to those who saw it: “Nothing was
more common, in those days, than to interpret all meteoric appearances . .. as
so many revelations from a supernatural source.” And the question of whether
the ominous red A appeared at all is ambiguous. Although the sexton refers to
the letter, Hawthorne suggests that the A may have appeared only in
Dimmesdale’s imagination: “We impute it . . .-solely to the disease in his own
eye and heart, that the minister, looking upward to the zenith, beheld there the
appearance of an immense letter.” Hawthorne also indicates that the meaning
is in the mind of the beholder: The sexton sees it as an A for angel because
Governor Winthrop had recently become an angel. Similarly, Chillingworth’s
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appearance, although it suggests his knowledge of Dimmesdale’s whereabouts,
is logically explained by his having attended the dying Governor Winthrop.

As in the first scaffold scene, this chapter abounds in both major and
minor symbols: the scaffold itself; Dimmesdale’s standing on it; the three
potential observers representing Church, State, and the World of Evil; the
“electric chain” of Hester, Pearl, and Dimmesdale; Pearl’s appeal to
Dimmesdale; the revealing light from the heavens; and the variation on the
letter A,

. Chapter 13 : Another View of Hester

!
Summary

Following her conversation with Dimmesdale on the scaffold, Hester is _

shocked by the changes in him. While he seems to have retained his
intelligence, his nerve is gone. He is morally weak, and she can only conclude
that “a terrible machinery had been brought to bear, and was still -oﬁerating on
Mr. Dimmesdale’s well-being and repose.” Hester decides she has an obligation
to help this man.

Four years have gone by, and Hester’s position in the community has
changed: She has been given credit for bearing her shame with courage, and
her life has been one of purity since Pearl’s birth, While Dimniesdale’s sermons
have become more humane and praised because of his suffering, Hester’s
position has risen because of her charity. Her scarlet A now stands for “Able.”
But this has come with a price: no friends, no passion, no love or affection.

Through adversity, Hester has forged anew place for herself on the edge of
Puritan society. In contrast, Dimmesdale’s mental balance has suffered
greatly. Now she must help the man who seems to be on “the verge of lunacy.”
In fact, she feels it has been an error on her part not to step forward before. So
she resolves to speak with her husband.

Analysis.

It is important to note the chapter title: “Another View of Hester.” This
chapter is a discussion of Hester's personality, character, and intellect as well
as a summary and an update of her past four years (Pearl is now seven). This

- “other view” refers to both the changing perception of the Puritan community
toward Hester and the narrator’s telling description of her.

Hester’s position in the eyes of the Puritan community has changed
considerably due to her grace and her charity, She has borne her shame and
sorrow with great dignity. The town describes her now as one “who is so kind to
the poor, helpful to the sick, so comfortable to the afflicted!” Now the scarlet
letter has magical qualities, and myths are growing around its power. But this
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new definition of Hester Prynne is not without a price. Her luxuriant beauty,
and the warmth, charm, and passion that she once showed have been replaced
by coldness, severity, and drabness. There is no affection, love, or passionin her
life. Her humanity has been stripped from her by the severity of her
punishment, and her charity and benevolence seem mechanical. No one crosses
the threshold of her cottage in friendship. To add to this burden, her daughter

seems to have been “born amiss.”

Another view of Hester identified in the chapter title is that of the
narrator, not the Puritan community. Her life, having “changed from passion
andfeeling to thought . . . she assumed a freedom of speculation . . . which [the
Puritans], had they known it, would have held to be a deadlier crime than that
stigmatized by the scarlet letter.” The narrator speculates that, had it not heen
for her responsibilities to little Pear], Hester “might have come down to us in
history, hand in hand with Anne Hutchinson, as the foundress of a religious
sect” and quite probably would have been executed for “attempting to
undermine the foundations of the Puritan establishment.” Tellingly, the
narrator remarks, “The scarlet letter had not done its office.”

This chapter also describes Hester’s motive in speaking with
Chillingworth, a conversation that will take place in the next chapter. Having
seen the terrible toll Chillingworth is faking on Dimmesdale, she decides that
she is partly to blame. Now she must do something to redeem her error in not
identifying him to her former lover.

Chapter 14 : Hester and the Physician

Summary

While walking on the peninsula with Pearl, Hester sees Chillingworth
and sends Pearl down to play by the seashore while she speaks with her
husband. She is surprised at the changes in Chillingworth just as she was
shocked by Dimmesdale’s spiritual ailment and aging. Realizing Chillingworth
is in the grip of the devil, she feels responsible for “another ruin.” According to
Hester, her promise has caused Chillingworth to do evil to the minister, but
Chillingworth denies his role at first. Then he admits that, although he used to
be kind, gentle, and affectionate, he now allows evil to use him, The physician
believes it his fate to become a fiend. He releases Hester from her promise of

silence.

Analysis

During these long seven years, Chillingworth has become obsessed with
revenge, and this deadly sin has changed him considerably. He pities Hester
because he feels she is not really sinful, and any breach with God’s law has been
paid many times over by her wearing of the scarlet letter. He further feels that
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if she had “met earlier with a bétter love than mine, this evil had not been.” On
the other hand, he also says it is his fate to change from a “kind, true, just” man
to a fiend who does the devil’s work.

By placing these two characters together in this chapter without Pear],
Hawthorne shows what the years have done to Chillingworth. We see a side of
the old scholar that makes us pity him despite his treatment of Dimmesdale,
and we feel that of them all, Hester has paid ber dues and deserves our respect.

__Chapter 15 : Hester and Pearl
T

~

-

Summary

As Chillingworth leaves, Hester recognizes how evil he has become and
realizes she hates him. Meanwhile, Pear] has entertained herself quite well:
she played with her image in a pool, made boats of birch bark, and threw
pebbles at beach-birds. Rinally, she uses seaweed to make a scarf and then
decorates her bosom with a green letter A.

Pearl wants to know what the scarlet letter means, Hester is tempted to
tell her because she has no one else in whom she can confide. But despite
repeated questions by Pear], Hester says she wears the letter for “the sake of
the gold thread” - the first time she had “been false to the symbol on her bosom.”
Pearl is not satisfied and continues to question Hester until Hester threatens
to shut Pearl in a dark closet.

Analysis

Despite her pity for Chillingworth in Chapter 14, Hester reveals her deep
hatred for him in this chapter. She realizes that he set off a chain of events
beginning with an unnatural, loveless marriage. “Be it sin or no, I hate the
man!” is her final word on the subject. We hear for the first time her thoughts
about her marriage to Chillingworth, He spent long hours among his books,
emerging to “bask himself in [her] . . . smile.” While she used to think of this
domestic scene as happy long ago, she now sees how dismal it was and counts it
among “her ugliest remembrances.”

By now the careful reader should be examining the differences in the two
relationships that are presented in the novel. First, in the Hester-
Chillingworth relationship is a marriage accepted and legal in every way but
without love and passion. In the Hester-Dimmesdale relationship is love and
passion without marriage. The plot and themes of this novel are set in the
Puritan society at the confluence of these two relationships.

Another variation on the scarlet letter occurs in Hester's conversation
with Pearl. The pathetic loneliness of Hesters position is obvious as _she
wonders if she should confide in her daughter. Except for the two men in her

life, she has no one to whom she can unburden her mind. Hester is strongly
tempted to talk with Pear] but then decides to keep the story to herself,
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Chapter 16 : A Forest Walk

Summary

For several days Hester tries unsuccessfully to intercept Dimmesdale on
one of his frequent walks along the shore or through the woods. When she hears
that he will be returning from a trip, she goes with Pearl into the forest, hoping
to meet the minister on his return home. As she and Pearl walk along the
narrow path through the dense woods, flickering gleams of sunshine break
through the heavy gray clouds above them. Pearl suggests the sunshine is
running away from Hester because of the A on her bosom. In contrast, Pearl,
being a child without any such letter, runs and “catches” a patch of light; then,
as Hester approaches, the sunshine disappears.

Pearl asks Hester to tell her about the Black Man. She has heard stories
about him and questions Hester about her dealings with him and whether the
scarlet letter is his mark. Under Pearl’s questioning, Hester confesses, “Once in
my life I met the Black Man! . . . This scarlet letter is his mark!”

Having reached the depths of the forest, Hester and Pearl sit on a heap of
moss beside a brook. Just then footsteps are heard on the path, and Hester
sends Pearl away, but not before the girl asks whether it is the Black Man
approaching and whether Dimmesdale holds his hand over his heart to cover
the Black Man’s sign. Before Hester can answer, Dimmesdale comes upon
them. The minister looks haggard and feeble and moves listlessly as though he
has no purpose or desire to live. He holds his hand over his heart.

Analysis

This chapter and the four chapters that follow contain the longest section
of continuous dramatic action in the book. Although the novel covers seven
years, fully one-fifth of its total words are concentrated here, during the action
of this single, crucial day. This particular chapter serves primarily to set the
stage for the confession to follow, It is also rich in atmosphere and symbolism.
The chilly gloom of the forest almost perfectly reflects Hester’s state of mind
and the mood of the following scene. Nearly every element mentioned in the
chapter carries some symbolic significance.

The narrow footpath through the dense forest is suggestive of the “moral
wilderness” Hester has been forced to follow for the past seven years. The story '
of the Black Man and his mark is described as a “common superstition,” yet for
Hester, the Black Man and his mark have a special, personal meaning. Here
Hawthorne connects the letter with the Black Man and eventually with

Dimmesdale’s burden, and he does so mainly through their conversations.

Hawthorne spends part of this chapter connecting Pear] with nature and
the wilderness around them. The brook is suggestive of Pearl, “inasmuch as the
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current of her life gushed from a well-spring as mysterious, and had flowed
through scenes shadowed as heavily with gloom.” Pearl, being a product of
passion, seems to speak to nature and understand its wildness and beauty. She
sees how the sunshine loves her yet disappears for Hester. Added to this
insight is the idea that Hester hopes Pearl will never have to wear a scarlet
letter, or symbol of a “sinful” act. Pear] has not vet had a grief that will fill her
with compassion and sympathy, humanizing her as Hester has been humanized,

In coming conversations between Hester and the minister, the symbols of
nature, natural law, and humanity will be placed next to the more artificial
laws of Puritan society as Hawthorne develops the conflict between them.

Chapter 17 : The Pastor and His Parishioner

Summary

As Dimmesdale walks in the wilderness, returning from a visit with
Apostle Eliot, he hears Hester's voice and is surprised by her presence. At first,
he cannot tell whether sheis a human or a ghost. In fact, they are both ghosts of
their former selves, and their chill hands and hesitant words reveal the
strangeness of this meeting.

Both Hester and Dimmesdale talk with each other about the past seven
years, and Dimmesdale confesses his misery and unhappiness. While Hester
consoles him and mentions people’s reverence for him, the minister feels his
guilt and hypocrisy even more. He compares his silence with her public
confession and realizes how his hidden guilt is tormenting him.

Hester, realizing how deeply her silence has permitted Dimmesdale to be
tortured by her husband, seizes the moment to reveal Chillingworth’s secret.
This torture has led to insanity and “that eternal alienation from the Good and
True, of which madness is perhaps the earthly type.” Hester also realizes that
she still loves Dimmesdale, and she begs his forgiveness for her silence.

The minister reacts to this revelation with anger at first, blaming her for
his torture and realizing why he Intuitively recoiled from Chillingworth on
their first encounter. Hester, who has silently borne the disdain and scorn of
the community and who has lived these seven years without human sympathy,
cannot bear Dimmesdale’s condemnation, and she falls beside him and cries,
“Thou shalt forgive me! Let God punish! Thou shalt forgive!” She hugs him with
great tenderness and feels such a compassion for his sorrow that her seven
years of punishment seem to fall away.

Dimm'ésdale, for his part, forgives her and asks God to forgive them both.
He believes that Chillingworth is the worst sinner of them all because he
“violated, in cold blood, the sanctity of the human heart,” unlike he and she,
who “never did so.” They are reluctant to leave this place in the forest because
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here they find a peace and harmony that they cannot feel in the Puritan
community. Dimmesdale fears Chillingworth’s course now that he, no doubt,
knows “her purpose to reveal his true character,” and he asks Hester to give

him courage.

Hester's plan is for Dimmesdale to go deeper into the wilderness and live
in natural freedom away from the eyes of Puritan society or to return to
Europe, where he will be free of “these iron men and their opinions.” But
Dimmesdale feels he has not the strength to do either. While he falters, Hester
encourages him, claiming that he can lead a powerful life for good and still
fulfill his mission on earth. When the minister says he cannot do this alone, she
tells him she will go with him.

Analysis

This chapter is pivotal in many respects: Jt advances the plot and
characters by revealing Hester and Dimmesdale’s feelings of the past seven
years and the reawakening of their dormant love. Also in this chapter,
Hawthorne reveals his philosophy on punishment and forgiveness: that
deliberate, calculated acts of malice are far worse than sins of passion. In this
way, Chillingworth is the worst of the three sinners. Finally, the author
provides hope that his characters will find an escape, a way out of their earthly
torment. He explores the conflict between natural law and Puritan law in their
escape plans,

During the past seven years Dimmesdale has been continually tormented
by the dichotomy between what he is and what people believe him to be. His
parishioners are “hungry for the truth” and listen to his words as if “a tongue of
Pentecost were speaking!” But as often as he has confessed his guilt to God, he
has not told it to any other human being, He bears his shame alone. Hawthorne

| contrasts this with Hester's visible sign of her guilt, confession, and hope for

redemption. While Hester tries to console the minister and persuade him that
he has repented and left his sin behind, Dimmesdale knows that he can go no
place without carrying his hidden guilt along.

Hester realizes that she still loves Dimmesdale, and she courageously
tells him this, even as she reveals her silence concerning Chillingworth.
Hawthorne contrasts their love - “which had a consecration of its own” - and
Chillingworth’s revenge and asks the reader which sin is worse. Who has
violated God’s law with sure and certain knowledge? And whose place is it to
provide redemption and forgiveness? While Hester believes they can outrun
“these iron men” with their rules, guilt, and punishment, Dimmesdale is not so
sure. Two forms of moral law are at work here - the laws of God and nature and
the laws interpreted and written by “these iron men.” In the long run, can
escaping the rules of man enable them also to do God’s will?
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Dimmesdale is reluctant to leave because he believes God has given him a
post which he must not desert. This wilderness of God’s world 1s in need of his
gifts. Hester assures him that he can do God’s will in another place - Europe -
and it is only the Puritan laws that hold him in bondage. He can “Preach!
Write! Act!” and live a true life in Europe instead of dying, as he seems to be
doing here in the wilderness, with fear and shame by his side.

Hawthorne shows the relative strengths of his characters in this
argument. Hester reaches within herself and uses the strength and inner
courage she has relied on over her seven long and lonely years. In fact, for
Hester, “the whole seven years of outlaw and ignominy had been little other
than a preparation for this very hour.” Deep inside, she knows they can leave
the Puritan colony and still have a life of spiritual richness. They have paid for
their sins and can still respect and uphold God’s laws. Dimmesdale, on the
other hand, lacks this perspective and Hester's courage, and several times he
calls on her for strength.

Chapter 18 : A Flood of Sunshine

Summary

The minister takes courage from Hester’s strength and resolves to leave
the Puritan colony, but not alone. He reasons that if he is doomed irrevocably,
why not be allowed the solace of a “condemned culprit before his execution?”
Hester agrees with him and casts off the scarlet letter. She takes off her cap and
lets down her full, rich, luxuriant hair. Nature reflects on her passionate action
by allowing sunshine to burst forth.

Now Hester wants Dimmesdale to know Pearl. He is reluctant at first, but
she assures him Pearl will love him. While the child slowly comes toward them,
all of nature seems to tag along as her playmate and kindred spirit.

Analysis

This chapter is a variation on the preceding one and develops more fully
Hawthorne's contrast between God’s laws as interpreted through nature and
God’s laws as interpreted by man. Dimmesdale is sorely tempted by the idea of
fleeing. He is the chief proponent of the religious tenets in this Puritan
community (see “The Puritan Setting of The Scarlet Letter” in the Critical
Essays). Because the Puritans believe that God allows redemption only for the
elect and that salvation is attained solely through faith and the gift of divine
grace, Dimmesdale rationalizes that he is a doomed soul and is momentarily
attracted to “the solace allowed to the condemned culprit before his execution.”
He feels he is already a condemned.

By removing the symbols of Puritan law (the scarlet letter) and Puritan
society (the formal cap that confined her hair), Hester is transformed from the
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dull, drab, gray “fallen woman” into the passionate, voluptuous human who
follows natural law and expresses her love for Dimmesdale. Nature shows its
support for her actions as the sunshine follows her. Dimmesdale relies on her to
redeem him and believes she can provide the mercy and forgiveness he has not
felt at the hands of God. Taking off the scarlet letter, Hester seems to release
them both from an earthly prison. But there is one last hurdle to cross: the
meeting between Pearl and Dimmesdale.

In this chapter, Hawthorne’s descriptions of Pearl reinforce her
mysterious and ethereal nature. She is so closely linked with nature that here,
in the forest, the sunlight plays with her, and forest creatures (a partridge, a
squirrel, a fox, and a wolf) approach her and recognize “a kindred wildness in
the human child.” Even the flowers respond to her and, as she passes, seem to
say, “Adorn thyself with me, thou beautiful child, adorn thyself with me!” Pearl
is “gentler here (in the forest) than in the grassy margined streets of the
settlement, or in her mother’s cottage,” reinforcing that she is in accord with
the natural world and not the man-made world. If Hester and Dimmesdale are
to pass the test of natural law, they must meet with Pearl’s approval. That
Pear! advances “slowly; for she saw the clergyman” does not bode well for the
reunited lovers.

Chapter 19 : The Child at the Brook-Side

Summary -

Hester decides the time has come for Dimmesdale to meet Pearl. Hester
and Dimmesdale are joined spiritually and genetically to this child, and “in her
was visible the tie that united them.” While Dimmesdale confesses that he has
always been afraid someone would recognize his features in Pearl, Hester
simply speaks of Pearl’s beauty and sees her as a “living hieroglyphic.”
Dimmesdale remembers Pearl being kind to him, yet he also feels ill at ease
around children and is not very confident about this meeting. Hester, however,
assures him that Pearl will love him and that he should be careful not to
overwhelm her with emotion.

Pearl moves very slowly toward them, trying to discern her pérents’
relationship. Dimmesdale senses her hesitation and puts his hand once again
over his heart. Seeing the scarlet letter on the ground and her mother’s hair
sensuously falling about her shoulders, Pearl points her finger, stamps her
foot, shrieks, and “bursts into a fit of passion.”

Hester's and Dimmesdale’s reactions to Pearl’s behavior vary. Hester
realizes that Pearl recognizes the change in her (the letter is gone from her
bosom and her hair is no longer hidden under a cap), and she hurries to fasten
the hated badge to her dress and to draw her cap over her hair. She excuses

42 Self-Instructional Material



Pearl’s actions by saying children cannot abide change easily. Dimmesdale, on
the other hand, begs Hester to do whatever will stop this fit and pacify Pearl. As
soon as Hester changes her appearance, Pearl willingly comes to her and
mockingly kisses the scarlet letter.

Pearl desires the minister to acknowledge her in public. While Hester
assures her that this admission will happen in the future, Dimmesdale kisses
Pearl’s forehead in an attempt to mollify her. Pear] immediately goes to the
brook and washes off the kiss. There she remains apart from the adults, and
the brook babbles cheerlessly on.

Analysis \ 1

Pearl is the one who moves the action in this chapter, and her response to
Dimmesdale and Hester together does not foreshadow a happy ending. In fact,
more than ever, Pearl is a symbol of the passionate act of her parents. She is a
constant reminder of Hester’s sin and, if Hester tries momentarily to forget the
past, Pearl certainly disapproves. Pearl, throughout the novel, has shown
herself to be unamenable to human rules and laws and seems to lack human
sympathy,

Pearl] interpreted on one level, acts Jike a child who has suddenly realized
\that her world may be changing. On another level, Pearl is one with nature in
the wilderness. Her image is reflected perfectly in the brook, which separates
her from Hester and the minister, and as she bursts into a fit of passion at the
absence of Hester’s scarlet letter, “... it seemed as if a hidden multitude were
lendingL her their sympathy and encouragément.”

Chapter 20 : The Minister in a Maze

Summary

Dimmesdale leaves the forest first, almost believing what has transpired
has been a dream. When he locks back, he sees Hester weighed down with
sadness and Pear! dancing because he ig gone. Turning over their plan in his
mind, he believes that going to Europe is the better choice. He is not healthy
enough to endure a life in the forest converting natives, and Europe offers more
civilization and refinement. Furthermore, a vessel currently in the harbor is
soon sailing for England, and Hester will discreetly secure their passage for a
departure in four days. The timing of the voyage enables him to give the
Election Sermon, an opportunity he can use to terminate his career
“honorably.”

Thus decided, Dimmesdale is a new man. He walks with great energy and
sees everything differently. In fact, he sees things so differently that he almost
becomes afraid for himself. Three times, he meets people of his congregation,
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and each time he is tempted to do something terrible. The venerable and
upright deacon of his church is narrowly saved from Dimmesdale uttering
blasphemy.

The eldest dame of the congregation - she who worshiped the minister - is
almost treated to a sacrilegious argument against the soul’s immortality. And,
finally, a sweet, young virgin narrowly escapes a wicked look from her beloved
minister. Finally, he barely refrains from teaching bad words to a group of
children and trading curses with a sailor.

Mistress Hibbins invites Dimmesdale to the forest and tells him she
admires the way he covers up his true feelings during the day. But she knows
she will see him in the forest with the Black Man when midnight comes.
Dimmesdale hurries home and, because he is agitated, Chillingworth offers to
give him some medicine to calm him down. Dimmesdale lies to Chillingworth,
telling him that though he knows his medicine is dispensed by a loving hand,
he does not need it. Then he goes to his study and furiously writes his Election
Sermon.

Analysis

This entire chapter - note the title - focuses on the spiritual battle warring
within Dimmesdale. He has been transformed from the weak and dying man
who went into the forest. Hawthorne here examines the nature of the fight and
interjects his own comments at various points.

When Dimmesdale says that he will leave after his Election Day sermon
so that he will be seen as leaving “no public duty unperformed,” Hawthorne
writes, “No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself, and
another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be
true.” The formerly weak, pitiful Dimmesdale leaves the forest with a new
sense of purpose and energy. His thinkiﬁg has been transformed by his will and
that of Hester.

As if possessed, Dimmesdale returns to the town, a man on fire. He is
tempted several times by the irrational, wild, blasphemous, and - what
Dimmesdale calls “involuntary” - desire to do wicked things to members of his
congregation and perfect strangers. Even Mistress Hibbins recognizes him as a
kindred spirit.

Dimmesdale is the “wretched minister! . . . Tempted by a dream of
happiness, he had yielded himself, with deliberate choice, as he had never done
before, to what he knew was deadly sin.” This choice is taking him down the
road to hell and reviving a multitude of sinful impulses from somewhere. Even
his affair with Hester seven years before had not been “a deliberate choice” and
hence, although a sin, not a deadly one.
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Dimmesdale works with great passion on his Election Sermon, putting
this new energy to good use. When Chillingworth says that his congregation
may find their ill pastor gone the next year, Dimmesdale agrees. In fact he
answers Chillingworth, “Yea, to another world” with “pious resignation.”
Hawthorne's delicious sense of irony is evident when the reader senses that
Chillingworth and Dimmesdale are not talking about the same destinations.
Why is Dimmesdale so able to lie to his tormenter? Mistress Hibbins would say
it is because his soul has been sold. Whatever the reason, it is definitely
providing inspiration for the minister’s speech.

Chapter 21 : The New England Holiday

Summary

Hester and Pearl go to the marketplace to watch the procession and
celebration as elected officials assume their offices. Hester thinks about
leaving Boston with Dimmesdale and having a life as a woman once again.
While she meditates on her future. Pearl, agitated by the crowd and
celebration, dances as she waits for the procession. She alone senses Hester’s

excitement; to other observers, Hester appears to watch the procession
passively.

Pearl continues to ask Hester precocious questions. She wants to know
about the procession and asks whether the minister will acknowledge them as

he did on the midnight scaffold. Hester quiets her and tells her she must not
call out to Dimmesdale.

The captain of the Bristol-bound ship sees Hester and tells her that they
will have company on their trip to Europe : Roger Chillingworth.

Analysis

Chapter 21 is the first of several chapters that constitute the third scaffold
scene and that lead to the climax of the novel. In these chapters, Hawthorne
again brings together his main characters and, in these few pages, illustrates
he major conflicts in the light of day and in a very public place.

One of the first issues addressed is the difference in public and private
>ehavior. Hawthorne uses pointed satire when he comments that, on this most
estive day, the people “compressed whatever mirth and public joy they deemed
llowable to human infirmity; thereby so far dispelling the customary cloud,
hat, for the space of a single holiday, they appeared scarcely more grave than
nost other communities at a period of general affliction.” Even Hester serves
s a solitary example of the difference between the gloom of Puritan outward
ife and the excitement she feels within. She must show little joy and certainly
0 indication that she plans to leave the colony with Pearl and Dimmesdale. At
he same time, she is exulting in the fact that soon she will no longer have to
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‘é";jrg;'; fg;rature wear the scarlet letter, that it will be flung to the bottom of the ocean. For a few

hours more, however, she must endure her badge of shame until they are safely
away.

Pearl’s comments are also important in this chapter because they point to
the doom facing Dimmesdale unless he publicly repents. She prophetically
describes the minister as a “strange, sad man . . . with his hand always over his
heart!” She does not understand why the minister cannot acknowledge her or
her mother “here, in the sunny day.” The reader sees Hawthorne’s message: No
matter how far away the three may sail or how long they may live, Dimmesdale
can never be at peace with Hester or his tortured conscience if he does not
confess his part in their sin.

This idea is further demonstrated when Hester discovers that
Chillingworth also plans to leave on the ship to Bristol. Perhaps Dimmesdale
will be able to outrun his conscience in this life or his Creator’s knowledge in
the next. It appears, however, that Chillingworth does not plan to allow him
escape from punishment wherever he goes on the face of the earth.

Chapter 22 : The Procession

Summary

While Hester ponders Chillingworth’s smile, the Election Day procession
begins. First music adds a “higher and more heroic air.” Then comes a company
of gentlemen soldiers, brilliantly garbed. Next are the political dignitaries,
stable, dignified, and drawing a reverent reaction from the crowd. Finally
comes the minister, Dimmesdale, whose intellectual prowess is mentioned by
Hawthorne. He has changed, showing great energy and an air of purpose in his
walk and demeanor. His strength is spiritual, and he has an abstracted air as
though he hears things not of this earth.

The focus now goes to Hester and her reaction to Dimmesdale. How far
away he seems and how remote from the man she met only three days ago in
the forest! She realizes what a great gulf there is between them, and she can
scarcely forgive him for his remoteness. Even Pearl does not recognize him
because he has changed so completely.

Meanwhile, Mistress Hibbins appears and speaks with Hester and Pearl.
As Pearl questions Mistress Hibbins about what the minister hides, the witch
tells Hester that she knows the minister also has a hidden sin comparable to
Hester’s scarlet token. When pressed about how she knows this, Mistress
Hibbins explains that intuitively recognizing a fellow sinner is not difficult.
She leaves, having said that soon the world will know of Dimmesdale’s sin.

Now Hester hears the voice of Dimmesdale giving his sermon; while she

cannot hear the words, she does hear sympathy, emotion, and compassion
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mixed with a “low expression of anguish.” He may not be telling the world of his
sin, but Hester hears the sadness and despair in his tone because she is so in
sympathy with his heart.

‘Then Pearl scampers off through the crowd in her bright red dress and
sees the shipmaster, who gives her a message for her mother: Chillingworth
has secured passage for himself and Dimmesdale on the ship. When Hester
hears this, she glances around the crowd and sees the same faces that were at
the first scaffold scene, The chapter ends with the lines “The sainted minister
in the church! The woman of the scarlet letter in the marketplace!” Who would
believe “that the same scorching stigma was on them both?”

Analysis

In this chapter, Hawthorne interrupts the plot to comment on the state of
politicians in his time. He describes the early politicians of the colony as
lacking mental brilliance but full of “ponderous sobriety.” They had great
fortitude and inner strength, and, in an emergency, they made wise decisions
and stood up to any attack on the colony. Hawthorne even feels they would
have peers in the Old World who would see in them the same authority as
English statesmen. The people revere them in the Puritan colony, but by
Hawthorne’s time, that esteem had diminished. He writes that the people of
the 1600s had a “quality of reverence; which, in their descendants, if it survive
at all, exists in smaller proportion, and with a vastly diminished force, in the
selection and estimate of public men.”

After this pleasant sojourn into seventeenth century politics, Hawthorne
turns the focus on Hester. When Hawthorne describes Hester's reaction to
Dimmesdale’s remoteness, he virtually eliminates the possibility that they
have a future together. In her mind, Hester compares Dimmesdale as he
appears at the celebration (“He seemed so remote from her own sphere, and
utterly beyond her reach) with how he was just three days earlier in the forest
(*how deeply had they known each other then!”). She begins to think she must
have dreamed that meeting in the forest because now Dimmesdale seems
wholly unsympathetic and removed to his Puritan world. While she can still
feel his emotions, she also can hardly forgive him for withdrawing from her and
their plans to share their lives.

Hawthorne uses Mistress Hibbins to foreshadow the ending and
emphasize the intuitive understanding of human hearts. The old witch reveals
that the minister’s sin will soon be public knowledge and, when pressed by
Hester to explain herself, says that the forest leaves its mark on everyone; even
without tell-tale signs, such as leaves or twigs in a person’s hair, the evidence is
in his demeanor. When Pear] asks about sinful secrets, the witch warns the
child that she will see the work of the devil “one time or another.”
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In this passage, Hawthorne not only describes his ideas about sin,
temptation, and human frailty, but he also explains the intuitive nature of
human knowledge. Dimmesdale may : have removed himself from Hester’s
emotional sphere on this day, but she has certainly not lost her intuitive
connection with him. In his voice, she hears and recognizes the voices of his
heart and also the “low expression of anguish.” She may not be able to hear his
words distinctly, but she can feel his sorrow-laden and guilty heart. In the tone
of voice is a plea for forgiveness.

Somehow the two sinners must come together. To move toward the
climax, Hawthorne has cut off escape with Chillingworth’s actions, and he ends
the chapter by describing the saint and the sinner side by side. Although the
world remains unaware, the principal characters are moving closer and closer

to this revelation.

Chapter 23 : The Revelation of the Scarlet Letter

Summary

At the end of Dimmesdale’s Electien Day sermon, the crowd emerges from
the church, inspired by powerful words they have just heard from a man whom
they feel is soon to die. This moment is the most brilliant and triumphant in
Dimmesdale’s public life. As the procession of dignitaries marches to a banquet
at the town hall, the feelings of the crowd are expressed in a spontaneous shout
of tribute to Dimmesdale. “Never, on New England soil, has stood the man so
honored by his mortal brethren, as the preacher!” But the shout dies to a
murmur as the people see Dimmesdale totter feebly and nervously in the
procession. His face has taken on a deathly pallor, and he can scarcely walk.
Several people attempt to help him, but the minister repels them until he
comes to the scaffold where Hester stands holding Pearl by the hand. There
Dimmesdale pauses.

As the minister turns to the scaffold, he calls Hester and Pearl to his side.
Suddenly, Chillingworth appears and attempts to stop Dimmesdale, but the
minister scorns the old physician and cries out to Hester to help him get up to
the scaffold. The crowd watches in astonishment as the minister, leaning on
Hester and holding Pearl’s hand, ascends the scaffold steps. Chillingworth’s
face darkens as he realizes that nowhere else but on the scaffold can
Dimmesdale escape him.

The minister tells Hester that he is dying and must acknowledge his
shame. Then he turns to the crowd and cries out his guilt. He steps in front of
Hester and Pearl and declares that on his breast he bears the sign of his sin. He
tears the ministerial band from his breast and, for a moment, stands flushed
with triumph before the horrified ecrowd. Then he sinks down upon the scaffold.
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Hester lifts Dimmesdale’s head and cradles it against her bosom.
Chillingworth, meanwhile, kneels down and, in a tone of defeat, repeats, over
and over, “Thou hast escaped me!” The minister asks God’s forgiveness for
Chillingworth’s sin; then he turns to Pearl and asks for a kiss. Pearl kisses him
and weeps.

Dimmesdale, obviously dying now, tells Hester farewell. She asks
whether they will spend eternity together. In answer, he recalls their sin and
says he fears that eternal happiness is not a state for which they can hope. The
minister leaves the matter to God, whose mercy he has seen in the afflictions
leading to his public confession. His dying words are “Praised be his name! His
will be done! Farewell!”

Analysis

Hawthorne brings all the principal characters together at a third scaffold
scene in this chapter, which begins with the triumph of Dimmesdale’s sermon
and ends with his death.

Dimmesdale’s sermon is a personal triumph. In fact, Hawthorne
ironically compares him to an angel who had “shaken his bright wings over the
people” and “shed down a shower of golden truths upon them.” This final irony
between his public and private lives is revealed when he confesses his sin on
the scaffold to all of the people who think of him as a saint. He gives up
everything : his child, his love, his life, and his honor. The relationship to God
that he has been preaching about cannot be based on a lie. God sees everything,
and Dimmesdale, no matter how hard he has tried, cannot outrun the truth
that his conscience and his mind believe. Sailing to Europe will not bring him
beyond the reach of God'’s knowledge.

Not only does Dimmesdale confess, but he must do so alone. Although
Hester helps him to the scaffold where she was punished seven years before,
she cannot help him make his peace with God. The Church, in the form of Mr.
Wilson, and the State, symbolized by Governor Bellingham, both try to hold
Dimmesdale up as he approaches the scaffold, but he repels them and goes on
alone. He does turn to Hester prior to his death and ask for her strength, guided
by God. Having escaped the clutches of Chillingworth, he turns to Hester with
“an expression of doubt and anxiety in his eyes.”

Before actually confessing, he asks her, “Is this not better than what we
dreamed of in the forest?” He is asking Hester to confirm the righteousness of
this act and explains to her : “For thee and Pearl, be it as God shall order . . . Let
me now do the will which He hath made plain before my sight.” Although
Dimmesdale may still doubt his choice and requires Hester’s strength, in the
end, he leaves his fate to God, trusting that His mercy will be more certain in
death than Chillingworth’s relentless torment is in life.
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Given that he is dying, Dimmesdale asks Hester whether confession is
better than fleeing. She has lived for seven long years with the torment of her
neighbors and the shame of her scarlet letter. She hurriedly answers him that
perhaps the three of them dying together would be preferable, but if
Dimmesdale dies alone what will she have? She will llave no love, no life other
than the loneliness she has already has, and a daughter who will have no
father.

Pearl is given the most wonderful gift : a life that is filled with love and
happiness. When her father finally publicly acknowledges her, she kisses him
and weeps an actual tear. As Hawthorne says, “the spell is broken.” There is
hope that Pearl will grow up, be able to interact with other human beings, find
love, and live a long and happy life.

Chillingworth loses his victory in two ways. First, he no longer has
Dimmesdale to torment, and second, he receives Dimmesdale’s blessing. Even
as he is dying, the minister manages to retain his reverence and his kindness
by asking God's forgiveness for Chillingworth. As Hester noted in her
husband’s changed appearance earlier, revenge is never a positive motive and
generally consumes its possessor.

Chapter 24 : Conclusion

Summary

Several versions circulate of what actually transpired in the marketplace.
Most people say they saw a scarlet A imprinted on Dimmesdale’s chest, but
there is conjecture as to its origin. Some think the emblem is a hideous torture
the minister inflicted on himself, others think it is the result of Chillingworth’s
drugs, and still others believe it was remorse gnawing its way out of
Dimmesdale’s conscience. Still other observers claim that the minister’s death
serves as a parable showing that even the most saintly of us are sinners.
Hawthorne puts this latter version down to the loyalty of friends and gives it
little credence. He does state that a moral lesson is to be found in the original
manuscript from the Custom House. That precept is “Be true! Be true! Be true!
Show freely to the world, if not your worst, yet some trait whereby the worst

P!

may be inferred

In considering which characters follow this caveat, Hawthorne discusses
their fates. Chillingworth, consumed by his revenge, shrivels up and vanishes.
He leaves Pearl great wealth in his will, and she and her mother disappear,
presumably to Europe. After their departure, the legend of the scarlet letter
grows. Finally, one day Hester returns alone and inhabits once again the little
cottage. She wears gray and reapplies the scarlet A to her bosom.
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No one knows Pearl’s fate, but people assume that she married well and
had a family because letters with the seals of heraldry arrive for Hester and
articles of comfort and luxury are found in her cottage. Hester is also seen
embroidering baby garments; instead of Puritan colors, she uses most
un-Puritan-like lavish and rich materials.

Finally, Hester becomes a symbol of comfort and compassion, and upon
her death, she is buried in the cemetery near the prison door where she first
was incarcerated. While alive, she gives hope and comfort to those who feel
sorrow and pain, and, accordingly, the scarlet letter becomes a symbol of help.
She becomes a prophet of a better time where human happiness will be easier
to obtain than in the rigid rules of Puritan society, When she dies, she is buried
next to Dimmesdale. Their graves are slightly apart but with a single
gravestone bearing the inscription: “On a field, sable, the letter A, gules.”

Analysis

This concluding chapter serves to answer whatever questions the reader
may have after the final scaffold scene. As is his fashion, Hawthorne lends his
customary ambiguity and vagueness to many of the questions by citing various
points of view or options related to incidences without anointing any one of
them as true. One such incident involves what people actually saw when
Dimmesdale exposed his bosom on the scaffold. He presents several possible
versions of the spectators at the scaffold that day including that some saw no
letter on Dimmesdale’s chest. He attributes this last version to the loyalty of
friends to Dimmesdale.

Hawthorne explains that the moral of the story, gleaned from an old
manuscript of testimony of people who had known Hester, is based on “the poor
minister’s miserable experience, and he states a kind of moral for us : “Be true!
Be true! Be true! Show freely to the world, if not your worst, yet some trait by
which the worst may be inferred.” This often quoted moral about being true to
oneself leaves the reader thinking about the characters in the story and which
ones were true and what prices they paid.

Chillingworth shrivels up and vanishes because his revenge has
consumed him and made him inhuman. Without his victim, he has no reason to
live. But Hawthorne also adds mercy to Chillingworth’s death. He explainsina
lengthy paragraph that love and hate have a lot in common, and perhaps in the
next life, both the spurned husband and the minister will rest in peace.

Pearl’s fate is most interesting. The reader is never given a confirmed
version of her life but is left to believe she lived a long and happy one, married
and the mother of children. Hawthorne ironically notes that her rise in wealth
certainly elevated her and Hester in the eyes of the colony that once spurned
them. And he further adds that she could have married a “Puritan of the most
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devout nature.” Having seen her father, the devout Puritan, one would
certainly not wish that fate on Pearl. Hawthorne hints that her life elsewhere is
much happier than it would have been had she married in the New World. The
tear she shed at Dimmesdale’s death was truly evidence that she would grow
up to be humane. And her love and generosity toward Hester are obvious.

Finally, Hester’s fate ends the book. One might ask why she returns to
Boston, the scene of “her sin .... her sorrow ... her penitence.” Hawthorne leaves
the reader, once again, to decide. Perhaps she feels drawn to the place. Why
does she resume wearing the scarlet A? Is it a sign that she accepts the rigid
standards of Puritan society, or is it a sign that she stayed true to herself by
daring to live beyond the petty rules of Puritan society? Hawthorne, perhaps,
leans toward the latter idea when he views her as a seer of a future age where
“a new truth would be revealed, in order to establish the whole relation
between man and woman on a surer ground of mutual happiness.”

The graceful and dignified woman Hester has become is a survivor
through suffering. Now that she has suffered, she can give what Dimmesdale
could not: hope to those who are hopeless and help to those who have sorrow
and are in trouble. Because her heart has felt these emotions, she is able to
comfort others.

Even in death Dimmesdale and Hester are not allowed to mingle their
dust. Perhaps Dimmesdale was right in questioning whether they would have
a life together beyond this one. While their graves are slightly apart, the last
irony is that they share a common tombstone. They could not be together in life,
but in death they share a scarlet letter.

ANSWERS
m Multiple Choice Questions

1. In what century is the story of Hester Prynne set?

(a) The sixteenth century (b) The seventeenth century

(¢} The eighteenth century (d) The nineteenth century
2. What is the occupation of the narrator of this story?

(a) Attorney (b) Minister

(¢} Land surveyor (d) Customs officer

3. Where do Hester and Chillingworth live before coming to America?
(a) Amsterdam (b) Paris
(c) Edinburgh (d) Jamaica

4. With whom has Chillingworth been living before he appears in Boston?
(a) Another band of Puritans  (b) Native Americans
(c) Spanish settlers in Florida (d) Canadian fur trappers

52 Self-Instructional Material



10.

[ M

12,

13.

14.

What is situated immediately outside the door of the prison in which
Hester is kept?

(a) A rosebush (b) A pine tree
(c) A gallows (d) A graveyard

What item in the governor’s mansion shows Hester a distorted reflection of
herself?

(a) An antique mirror (b) A suit of armor

(c) A stained-glass window (d) The governor’s eyeglasses

Which of the following is a method Dimmesdale uses to punish himself for
his sins?

(a) Scourging or whipping

(b) Fasting

(c) Vigils (extended periods of wakefulness and/or prayer)

(d) All of the above

In what city do Hester and Pearl live?

(a) Salem (b) Providence

(c) Boston (d) Hartford

Who is Mistress Hibbins?

(a) The governor's sister (b) Hester’s mother

(c) Dimmesdale’s aunt (d) Chillingworth’s second wife

How does Mistress Hibbins eventually die?

(a) She is strangled by Chillingworth.

(b) She wastes away in a diphtheria epidemic,

(c) She is executed publicly as a witch.

(d) Pearl puts a hex on her.

How does Hester support herself financially?

(a) As a prostitute (b) As a seamstress
(c) As a nurse (d) As a farmhand
Next to whom is Hester buried?

(a) Dimmesdale (b) Chillingworth
(c) Pearl (d) No one; her body is burned.

What natural phenomenon comes to symbolize both Dimmesdale’s “sin”
and Governor Winthrop’s “virtue”?

(a) A lightning bolt (b) A meteor
(c) A forest fire (d) A flood

Why does Pearl not recognize her mother when she sees her with
Dimmesdale in the forest?

Background Topic :
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(a) Hester has removed The Scarlet Letter.

(b) Hester has removed her cap to expose her long hair.

(c) Hester is not wearing her usual plain gray dress.

(d) Mistress Hibbins has cast a spell on Hester, changing her appearance.
How does Pearl acknowledge Dimmesdale as her father at his death?
(a) By calling him “father” (b) By interrupting his sermon
(¢) By kissing him

(d) By announcing that she has seen him with her mother

What mark can supposedly be seen on Dimmesdale’s chest?

(a) A scarlet letter “A” (b) A tattoo

(c) The mark of the devil (d) A red rose

How do Hester and Dimmesdale plan to escape their suffering?

(a) By going to live with the Native Americans

(b) By boarding a ship bound for Europe

(¢) By killing Chillingworth

(d) By committing suicide

How does Pearl become wealthy?

(a) She discovers pirates’ treasure.

(b) She marries the governor’s son

(¢) She inherits Chillingworth’s estate and marries a nobleman.
(d) She becomes a famous actress and dancer.

Where does the narrator first encounter Hester Prynne’s story?

(2) He finds a manuscript in the attic of the Salem Custom-House.
(b) He hears it from an elderly aunt.

(c) He hears it from one of the old men who work at the Salem
Custom-House.

(d) It comes to him in a dream. -
What item of clothing does Hester make for Governor Winthrop?
(a) A cloak for his swearing-in  (b) A nightcap

(c) A pair of gloves (d) A winter hat
What color of clothing does Hester always wear?
(a) Scarlet (b) White

(c) Black (d) Gray

Where do Hester and Pearl live?
(a) In the poorhouse

(b) In an abandoned cottage on the outskirts of Boston
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(© In the forest
(d) In the house of Roger Chillingworth
What does Chillingworth pretend to be?

(2) A minister (b) A doctor

{©) A madman (d) A scholar

What does Hester's letter “A” eventually come to represent to the
townspeople?

(a) “Able” (b) “Alone’’ (¢) “Avaricious”

(d) “Absolutely Admirable”

Why does the narrator lose his job in the customhouse?

(a) He is incompetent.

(b) He spends too much time writing when he should be working.
(¢) The other inspectors dislike him personally.

(d) Anew customhouse president, whois of a different party than the
narrator, is elected.

Short Answers Type Questions

Did Hester ever love Chillingworth?

What type of work does Chillingworth take on in New England?

What does Dimmesdale believe he sees when the meteor lights up the right
sky?

How does Pearl react when she first sees her mother without the scarlet A?
What does Hester do after Dimmesdale’s death?

What is the purpose of “The Custom-House”?

What is the first clue that Dimmesdale is Pearl’s father?

What are Hester Prynne’s secrets?

What is Reverend Dimmesdale’s illness?

. Why is Roger Chillingworth ecalled “the leech”?
11.
12,

How does Hester Prynne’s reputation change in the course of the novel?

What makes Hester and Reverend Dimmesdale finally feel hope about
their future?

Why does Hester choose the forest to meet Dimmesdale and Chillingworth?
What events mark the novel's climax?

What does the last sentence of the novel mean?

Long Answers Type Questions

What is significant about the novel’s title?

The Scarlet Letter is considered a romance by many literary scholars. Do
you think that is an accurate categorization? Why or why not?

Background Topic :
The Frontier

Self-Instructional Material 55



American Literature
(19* Century)

10.

11.

12,

13.

14,

15,

Is Hester Prynne an admirable character? Why or why not?
How does Hester evolve through the course of the story?

How do we learn the true character of Roger Chillingworth? Is he
believable as a villain?

Is Arthur Dimmesdale an admirable character? How would you describe
him and his relationship with Hester?

What does Pearl symbolize? How is her name significant?

What is the significance of Pearl not recognizing Hester without her
scarlet ‘A”?

What is the moral statement Hawthorne is making throughout The
Scarlet Letter?

Do you agree with what how Hawthorne interprets the shortcomings of
Puritan society?

What are some symbols in The Scarlet Letter? How do they relate to the
plot and characters?

Does the story end the way you expected? What's significant about the
novel’s ending?

Would you consider The Scarlet Letter to be a work of feminist literature?
Why or why not?

How essential are the settings, both geographical and temporal, to the
story? Could the story have taken place anywhere else or in any other
time period?

Does this novel give you a better appreciation for how women were
treated in early New England? Does it give you a new perspective on
other events from the region’s history, such as the Salem Witch Trials?
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