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      Context

      
      Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in
         Salem, Massachusetts, in 1804. His family
         descended from the earliest settlers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony;
         among his forebearers was John Hathorne (Hawthorne added the “w” to
         his name when he began to write), one of the judges at the 1692 Salem
         witch trials. Throughout his life, Hawthorne was both fascinated
         and disturbed by his kinship with John Hathorne. Raised by a widowed
         mother, Hawthorne attended Bowdoin College in Maine, where he met
         two people who were to have great impact upon his life: Henry Wadsworth
         Long-fellow, who would later become a famous poet, and Franklin
         Pierce, who would later become president of the United States.
      

      
      After college Hawthorne tried his hand at writing, producing
         historical sketches and an anonymous novel, Fanshawe, that detailed his
         college days rather embarrassingly. Hawthorne also held positions
         as an editor and as a customs surveyor during this period. His growing
         relationship with the intellectual circle that included Ralph Waldo
         Emerson and Margaret Fuller led him to abandon his customs post
         for the utopian experiment at Brook Farm, a commune designed to
         promote economic self-sufficiency and transcendentalist principles.
         Transcendentalism was a religious and philosophical movement of
         the early nineteenth century that was dedicated to the belief that
         divinity manifests itself everywhere, particularly in the natural
         world. It also advocated a personalized, direct relationship with
         the divine in place of formalized, structured religion. This second
         transcendental idea is privileged in The Scarlet Letter.

      
      After marrying fellow transcendentalist Sophia Peabody
         in 1842, Hawthorne left Brook Farm and moved
         into the Old Manse, a home in Concord where Emerson had once lived.
         In 1846 he published Mosses from
            an Old Manse, a collection of essays and stories, many
         of which are about early America. Mosses from an Old Manse earned
         Hawthorne the attention of the literary establishment because America
         was trying to establish a cultural independence to complement its
         political independence, and Hawthorne’s collection of stories displayed
         both a stylistic freshness and an interest in American subject matter.
         Herman Melville, among others, hailed Hawthorne as the “American
         Shakespeare.”
      

      
      In 1845 Hawthorne again went to
         work as a customs surveyor, this time, like the narrator of The
            Scarlet Letter, at a post in Salem. In 1850,
         after having lost the job, he published The Scarlet Letter to enthusiastic,
         if not widespread, acclaim. His other major novels include The
            House of the Seven Gables (1851), The
            Blithedale Romance (1852),
         and The Marble Faun (1860).
         In 1853 Hawthorne’s college friend Franklin
         Pierce, for whom he had written a campaign biography and who had
         since become president, appointed Hawthorne a United States consul.
         The writer spent the next six years in Europe. He died in 1864,
         a few years after returning to America.
      

      
      The majority of Hawthorne’s work takes America’s Puritan
         past as its subject, but The Scarlet Letter uses
         the material to greatest effect. The Puritans were a group of religious
         reformers who arrived in Massachusetts in the 1630s
         under the leadership of John Winthrop (whose death is recounted
         in the novel). The religious sect was known for its intolerance
         of dissenting ideas and lifestyles. In The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne
         uses the repressive, authoritarian Puritan society as an analogue
         for humankind in general. The Puritan setting also enables him to
         portray the human soul under extreme pressures. Hester, Dimmesdale,
         and Chillingworth, while unquestionably part of the Puritan society
         in which they live, also reflect universal experiences. Hawthorne
         speaks specifically to American issues, but he circumvents the aesthetic
         and thematic limitations that might accompany such a focus. His
         universality and his dramatic flair have ensured his place in the
         literary canon.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      The Scarlet Letter opens
         with a long preamble about how the book came to be written. The
         nameless narrator was the surveyor of the customhouse in Salem,
         Massachusetts.  In the customhouse’s attic, he discovered a number
         of documents, among them a manuscript that was bundled with a scarlet,
         gold-embroidered patch of cloth in the shape of an “A.” The manuscript,
         the work of a past surveyor, detailed events that occurred some
         two hundred years before the narrator’s time. When the narrator
         lost his customs post, he decided to write a fictional account of
         the events recorded in the manuscript. The Scarlet Letter is
         the final product.
      

      
      The story begins in seventeenth-century Boston, then a
         Puritan settlement. A young woman, Hester Prynne, is led from the
         town prison with her infant daughter, Pearl, in her arms and the
         scarlet letter “A” on her breast. A man in the crowd tells an elderly onlooker
         that Hester is being punished for adultery. Hester’s husband, a
         scholar much older than she is, sent her ahead to America, but he
         never arrived in Boston.  The consensus is that he has been lost
         at sea. While waiting for her husband, Hester has apparently had
         an affair, as she has given birth to a child. She will not reveal
         her lover’s identity, however, and the scarlet letter, along with
         her public shaming, is her punishment for her sin and her secrecy.
         On this day Hester is led to the town scaffold and harangued by
         the town fathers, but she again refuses to identify her child’s
         father.
      

      
      The elderly onlooker is Hester’s missing husband, who
         is now practicing medicine and calling himself Roger Chillingworth.
         He settles in Boston, intent on revenge. He reveals his true identity
         to no one but Hester, whom he has sworn to secrecy. Several years
         pass. Hester supports herself by working as a seamstress, and Pearl
         grows into a willful, impish child. Shunned by the community, they
         live in a small cottage on the outskirts of Boston. Community officials attempt
         to take Pearl away from Hester, but, with the help of Arthur Dimmesdale,
         a young and eloquent minister, the mother and daughter manage to
         stay together. Dimmesdale, however, appears to be wasting away and
         suffers from mysterious heart trouble, seemingly caused by psychological
         distress. Chillingworth attaches himself to the ailing minister
         and eventually moves in with him so that he can provide
         his patient with round-the-clock care. Chillingworth also suspects
         that there may be a connection between the minister’s torments and
         Hester’s secret, and he begins to test Dimmesdale to see what he can
         learn. One afternoon, while the minister sleeps, Chillingworth discovers
         a mark on the man’s breast (the details of which are kept from the
         reader), which convinces him that his suspicions are correct.
      

      
      Dimmesdale’s psychological anguish deepens, and he invents new
         tortures for himself. In the meantime, Hester’s charitable deeds and
         quiet humility have earned her a reprieve from the scorn of the community.
         One night, when Pearl is about seven years old, she and her mother
         are returning home from a visit to a deathbed when they encounter
         Dimmesdale atop the town scaffold, trying to punish himself for
         his sins. Hester and Pearl join him, and the three link hands. Dimmesdale
         refuses Pearl’s request that he acknowledge her publicly the next
         day, and a meteor marks a dull red “A” in the night sky. Hester
         can see that the minister’s condition is worsening, and she resolves
         to intervene. She goes to Chillingworth and asks him to stop adding
         to Dimmesdale’s self-torment. Chillingworth refuses.
      

      
      Hester arranges an encounter with Dimmesdale in the forest because
         she is aware that Chillingworth has probably guessed that she plans
         to reveal his identity to Dimmesdale. The former lovers decide to
         flee to Europe, where they can live with Pearl as a family. They
         will take a ship sailing from Boston in four days. Both feel a sense
         of release, and Hester removes her scarlet letter and lets down
         her hair. Pearl, playing nearby, does not recognize her mother without
         the letter. The day before the ship is to sail, the townspeople
         gather for a holiday and Dimmesdale preaches his most eloquent sermon
         ever. Meanwhile, Hester has learned that Chillingworth knows of
         their plan and has booked passage on the same ship. Dimmesdale,
         leaving the church after his sermon, sees Hester and Pearl standing
         before the town scaffold. He impulsively mounts the scaffold with
         his lover and his daughter, and confesses publicly, exposing a scarlet
         letter seared into the flesh of his chest. He falls dead, as Pearl
         kisses him.
      

      
      Frustrated in his revenge, Chillingworth dies a year later.
         Hester and Pearl leave Boston, and no one knows what has happened
         to them. Many years later, Hester returns alone, still wearing the
         scarlet letter, to live in her old cottage and resume her
         charitable work. She receives occasional letters from Pearl, who
         has married a European aristocrat and established a family of her
         own. When Hester dies, she is buried next to Dimmesdale. The two
         share a single tombstone, which bears a scarlet “A.”
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Hester Prynne -  Hester
            is the book’s protagonist and the wearer of the scarlet letter that
            gives the book its title. The letter, a patch of fabric in the shape
            of an “A,” signifies that Hester is an “adulterer.” As a young woman,
            Hester married an elderly scholar, Chillingworth, who sent her ahead
            to America to live but never followed her. While waiting for him,
            she had an affair with a Puritan minister named Dimmesdale, after
            which she gave birth to Pearl. Hester is passionate but also strong—she endures
            years of shame and scorn. She equals both her husband and her lover
            in her intelligence and thoughtfulness. Her alienation puts her
            in the position to make acute observations about her community, particularly
            about its treatment of women.
         

      

      
      
         Pearl - 	Hester’s
            illegitimate daughter Pearl is a young girl with a moody, mischievous
            spirit and an ability to perceive things that others do not. For
            example, she quickly discerns the truth about her mother and Dimmesdale. The
            townspeople say that she barely seems human and spread rumors that
            her unknown father is actually the Devil. She is wise far beyond
            her years, frequently engaging in ironic play having to do with
            her mother’s scarlet letter.
         

      

      
      
         Roger Chillingworth -  “Roger Chillingworth” is actually Hester’s husband
            in disguise. He is much older than she is and had sent her to America
            while he settled his affairs in Europe. Because he is captured by
            Native Americans, he arrives in Boston belatedly and finds Hester
            and her illegitimate child being displayed on the scaffold. He lusts
            for revenge, and thus decides to stay in Boston despite his wife’s
            betrayal and disgrace. He is a scholar and uses his knowledge to
            disguise himself as a doctor, intent on discovering and tormenting
            Hester’s anonymous lover.  Chillingworth is self-absorbed and both
            physically and psychologically monstrous. His single-minded pursuit
            of retribution reveals him to be the most malevolent character in
            the novel.
         

      

      
      
         Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale -  Dimmesdale is a young man who achieved fame in England
            as a theologian and then emigrated to America. In a moment of weakness,
            he and Hester became lovers. Although he will not confess it publicly,
            he is the father of her child. He deals with his guilt by tormenting
            himself physically and psychologically, developing a heart condition
            as a result. Dimmesdale is an intelligent and emotional man, and
            his sermons are thus masterpieces of eloquence and persuasiveness.
            His commitments to his congregation are in constant conflict with
            his feelings of sinfulness and need to confess.
         

      

      
      
         Governor Bellingham -  Governor Bellingham is a wealthy, elderly gentleman
            who spends much of his time consulting with the other town fathers.
            Despite his role as governor of a fledgling American society, he
            very much resembles a traditional English aristocrat. Bellingham tends
            to strictly adhere to the rules, but he is easily swayed by Dimmesdale’s
            eloquence. He remains blind to the misbehaviors taking place in
            his own house: his sister, Mistress Hibbins, is a witch.
         

      

      
      
         Mistress Hibbins -  Mistress Hibbins is a widow who lives with her brother,
            Governor Bellingham, in a luxurious mansion. She is commonly known
            to be a witch who ventures into the forest at night to ride with
            the “Black Man.” Her appearances at public occasions remind the
            reader of the hypocrisy and hidden evil in Puritan society.
         

      

      
      
         Reverend Mr. John Wilson -  Boston’s elder clergyman, Reverend Wilson is scholarly
            yet grandfatherly. He is a stereotypical Puritan father, a literary
            version of the stiff, starkly painted portraits of American patriarchs. Like
            Governor Bellingham, Wilson follows the community’s rules strictly
            but can be swayed by Dimmesdale’s eloquence. Unlike Dimmesdale,
            his junior colleague, Wilson preaches hellfire and damnation and
            advocates harsh punishment of sinners.
         

      

      
      
         Narrator - 	The
            unnamed narrator works as the surveyor of the Salem Custom-House
            some two hundred years after the novel’s events take place. He discovers
            an old manuscript in the building’s attic that tells the story of Hester
            Prynne; when he loses his job, he decides to write a fictional treatment
            of the narrative. The narrator is a rather high-strung man, whose
            Puritan ancestry makes him feel guilty about his writing career. He
            writes because he is interested in American history and because
            he believes that America needs to better understand its religious
            and moral heritage.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Hester Prynne

         
         Although The Scarlet Letter is about
            Hester Prynne, the book is not so much a consideration of her innate
            character as it is an examination of the forces that shape her and
            the transformations those forces effect. We know very little about
            Hester prior to her affair with Dimmesdale and her resultant public
            shaming. We read that she married Chillingworth although she did
            not love him, but we never fully understand why. The early chapters
            of the book suggest that, prior to her marriage, Hester
            was a strong-willed and impetuous young woman—she remembers her
            parents as loving guides who frequently had to restrain her incautious
            behavior. The fact that she has an affair also suggests that she
            once had a passionate nature.
         

         
         But it is what happens after Hester’s affair that makes
            her into the woman with whom the reader is familiar. Shamed and
            alienated from the rest of the community, Hester becomes contemplative.
            She speculates on human nature, social organization, and larger
            moral questions. Hester’s tribulations also lead her to be stoic
            and a freethinker. Although the narrator pretends to disapprove
            of Hester’s independent philosophizing, his tone indicates that
            he secretly admires her independence and her ideas.
         

         
         Hester also becomes a kind of compassionate maternal figure
            as a result of her experiences. Hester moderates her tendency to
            be rash, for she knows that such behavior could cause her to lose
            her daughter, Pearl. Hester is also maternal with respect to society:
            she cares for the poor and brings them food and clothing. By the
            novel’s end, Hester has become a protofeminist mother figure to
            the women of the community. The shame attached to her scarlet letter
            is long gone. Women recognize that her punishment stemmed in part
            from the town fathers’ sexism, and they come to Hester seeking shelter from
            the sexist forces under which they themselves suffer. Throughout The
               Scarlet Letter Hester is portrayed as an intelligent, capable, but
            not necessarily extraordinary woman. It is the extraordinary circumstances
            shaping her that make her such an important figure.
         

      

      
      
         Roger Chillingworth

         
         As his name suggests, Roger Chillingworth is a man deficient
            in human warmth. His twisted, stooped, deformed shoulders mirror his
            distorted soul. From what the reader is told of his early years with
            Hester, he was a difficult husband. He ignored his wife for much
            of the time, yet expected her to nourish his soul with affection when
            he did condescend to spend time with her. Chillingworth’s decision
            to assume the identity of a “leech,” or doctor, is fitting. Unable
            to engage in equitable relationships with those around him, he feeds
            on the vitality of others as a way of energizing his own projects.
            Chillingworth’s death is a result of the nature of his character.
            After Dimmesdale dies, Chillingworth no longer has a victim. Similarly,
            Dimmesdale’s revelation that he is Pearl’s father removes Hester
            from the old man’s clutches. Having lost the objects of his revenge,
            the leech has no choice but to die.
         

         
         Ultimately, Chillingworth represents true evil. He is
            associated with secular and sometimes illicit forms of knowledge,
            as his chemical experiments and medical practices occasionally verge
            on witchcraft and murder. He is interested in revenge, not justice,
            and he seeks the deliberate destruction of others rather than a
            redress of wrongs. His desire to hurt others stands in contrast
            to Hester and Dimmesdale’s sin, which had love, not hate, as its
            intent. Any harm that may have come from the young lovers’ deed
            was unanticipated and inadvertent, whereas Chillingworth reaps deliberate
            harm.
         

      

      
      
         Arthur Dimmesdale

         
         Arthur Dimmesdale, like Hester Prynne, is an individual
            whose identity owes more to external circumstances than to his innate nature.
            The reader is told that Dimmesdale was a scholar of some renown
            at Oxford University. His past suggests that he is probably somewhat
            aloof, the kind of man who would not have much natural sympathy
            for ordinary men and women. However, Dimmesdale has an unusually
            active conscience. The fact that Hester takes all of the blame for
            their shared sin goads his conscience, and his resultant mental
            anguish and physical weakness open up his mind and allow him to
            empathize with others. Consequently, he becomes an eloquent and
            emotionally powerful speaker and a compassionate leader, and his
            congregation is able to receive meaningful spiritual guidance from
            him.
         

         
         Ironically, the townspeople do not believe Dimmesdale’s
            protestations of sinfulness. Given his background and his penchant
            for rhetorical speech, Dimmesdale’s congregation generally interprets his
            sermons allegorically rather than as expressions of any personal guilt.
            This drives Dimmesdale to further internalize his guilt and self-punishment
            and leads to still more deterioration in his physical and spiritual
            condition. The town’s idolization of him reaches new heights after
            his Election Day sermon, which is his last. In his death, Dimmesdale
            becomes even more of an icon than he was in life. Many believe his
            confession was a symbolic act, while others believe Dimmesdale’s
            fate was an example of divine judgment.
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