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			THE SCARLET LETTER

			NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE (1804–1864) was born in Salem, Massachusetts, where, after his graduation from Bowdoin College in Maine, he wrote the bulk of his masterful tales of American colonial history, many of which were collected in his Twice-Told Tales (1837). In 1839 and 1840 Hawthorne worked in the Boston Customs House, then spent a few months of 1841 at the experimental community of Brook Farm. After his marriage to Sophia Peabody, he settled in the “Old Manse” in Concord; there, between 1842 and 1845, he wrote most of the tales gathered in Mosses from an Old Manse (1846). His career as a novelist began with The Scarlet Letter (1850), whose famous preface recalls his 1846–1849 service in “The Custom-House” of Salem. The House of the Seven Gables (1851) and The Blithedale Romance (1852) followed in rapid succession. After a third political appointment—this time as American consul in Liverpool, England, from 1853 to 1857—Hawthorne’s life was marked by the publication of The Marble Faun (1860) but also by a sad inability to complete several more long romances. Ill health, apparently, and possibly some failure of literary faith finally eroded Hawthorne’s capacity for making imaginative sense of America’s distinctive moral experience.
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			Foreword

			Like millions of American teenagers, I first encountered The Scarlet Letter as an assigned text in a high school English class. And like millions of American teenagers before and after me, I found the book strange and difficult, bordering on oppressive. It just seemed so foreign—so cold and forbidding and buttoned-up—and so remote, as if it had been written not just in another century, but on another planet, a nightmare world where someone’s whole life could be ruined just because she committed the “sin” of fornication, or whatever they called it back in those creepy, long-gone, witch-burning Puritan days. What did that have to do with America in the freewheeling late 1970s, post–Roe v. Wade and pre-AIDS, with the Sexual Revolution in full swing?

			I didn’t give Hawthorne’s novel much thought in the years that followed. It just got filed away in that mental drawer reserved for “mandatory classics,” those books you had to read because the guardians of the culture had decided they were good for you, bitter spoonfuls of literary medicine that everybody had to choke down, whether you liked it or not. The only good thing about reading a mandatory classic like The Scarlet Letter was the knowledge that I’d done my civic duty, and would never have to read it again.

			But then a funny thing happened. Not long ago, a producer from the radio show Studio 360 asked if I’d like to participate in a piece they were doing on The Scarlet Letter. She thought I might have an interesting perspective because my novels Little Children and The Abstinence Teacher explored some of the same themes Hawthorne had addressed—the conflict between religion and desire, the ostracism of sex offenders, and the unruly emotions seething beneath the orderly surface of small-town life. I warned her that I disliked the book and would be speaking as a hostile critic rather than as a booster. She said that would be fine; differing opinions were welcome. So I picked up the novel—my old nemesis—hoping to gather ammunition for my long-delayed takedown of this frigid classic, and discovered that I was an idiot. The Scarlet Letter wasn’t the novel I thought it was—it was something far stranger and more beautiful than anything I’d read in a long time. By the time I showed up for the interview, I was a convert, an unabashed fan and advocate for a book that I had totally misunderstood and woefully underestimated. I wanted to go find Hawthorne and apologize.

			Of course it wasn’t The Scarlet Letter that had changed since the late 1970s, it was me, and it was the world around me, or at least my sense of that world. For one thing, I had read a lot more, enough to recognize in Hawthorne’s story the source of a powerful gothic strain in American fiction—a rich tradition that combines elements of the supernatural with closely observed social realism—that has informed the works of writers like Flannery O’Connor, Joyce Carol Oates, Toni Morrison, and Stephen King, among others. I had also lived through decades of conservative religious backlash against the perceived excesses of the Sexual Revolution, and could see that the battle Hawthorne was depicting between individual freedom and theological control—a battle I had naively consigned to the distant past—was still being waged in twenty-first-century America. In some parts of the world, it’s even worse than that: women are still being stoned to death for committing adultery, or murdered for the “crime” of being raped, or otherwise “dishonoring” their families. By the standards of our world, you might even say that Hester Prynne got off easy, only having to wear that embroidered letter “A” on her dress all those years, advertising her shame to everyone who knew her.

			One of the things I hadn’t fully appreciated the first time around is that The Scarlet Letter is a historical novel, its setting as distant from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s time as Hawthorne’s is from ours today. Writing his novel in the mid-nineteenth century, Hawthorne was squinting two hundred years into the past, trying to understand his Puritan ancestors and the dark legacy they’d passed down to the generations that had followed. Placing Hawthorne in his proper historical moment helps us to see The Scarlet Letter as part of another great literary tradition—the nineteenth-century novel of adultery—and to set Hester Prynne beside characters like Emma Bovary and Anna Karenina. The comparison is illuminating.

			The European adultery novels feel sophisticated and contemporary and immediately relevant. They feature recognizably “modern” women rebelling against the dull misery of unhappy marriages, seeking their salvation in romance and illicit sex. Tolstoy and Flaubert address the topic of infidelity head-on; we see Emma and Anna make the choices that doom them, then watch in horror as they get betrayed by their lovers. Both women are martyrs to passion; once they cross the fateful line, there’s no way forward, and no turning back.

			Compared with Madame Bovary and Anna Karenina, The Scarlet Letter is disappointingly chaste and old-fashioned. Hawthorne refuses to provide even a fleeting glance of the original sin, the love affair that turned Hester into a disgraced single mother and Reverend Dimmesdale into a pious fraud. Even their happy reunion scene, late in the novel, sparks little in the way of physical fireworks. There’s only breathless conversation—erotic in its own way—and a single act of abandon, when Hester “undid the clasp that fastened the scarlet letter, and, taking it from her bosom, threw it to a distance among the withered leaves.”

			But Hawthorne offers us something that neither Tolstoy nor Flaubert can provide—a glimmer of hope, and a paragon of courage. Instead of a sexual martyr, we get a hero, a strong woman at peace with her own conscience, willing to accept the punishment for her rebellion, but refusing to admit that it was a sin. “‘What we did,’” she informs Dimmesdale, “‘had a consecration of its own.’” She tells her cowardly lover that he needs to answer only to himself, and to find a way to live honestly, even if it means losing his social position and striking out for the wilderness. “‘There is happiness to be enjoyed!’” she declares. “‘There is good to be done. Exchange this false life of thine for a true one.’”

			Dimmesdale can’t do it, of course. In an astonishing, climactic scene, he stands before the community and confesses his guilt, exposing himself as a hypocrite, poisoned from the inside out, literally consumed by his shame. In the European novels, it’s the woman who dies, but in The Scarlet Letter, not only does Hester survive, she thrives, growing stronger with the decades, raising her child, and eventually becoming a sort of celebrity, a wise woman and emotional healer. Even the scarlet letter takes on a new meaning: it “ceased to be a stigma that attracted the world’s scorn and bitterness, and became a type of something to be sorrowed over, and looked upon with awe, yet with reverence, too.”

			Exchange this false life for a true one.

			That’s the line that really resonates today, the command that brings the novel into focus for a contemporary audience. At its heart, The Scarlet Letter is a coming-out story. I couldn’t see that back when I was a teenager—you weren’t allowed to be gay in my high school, so no one ever came out—but I can see it now. The Scarlet Letter wants us to know that happiness isn’t possible if you’re living a lie. It also understands that living your truth might not be easy, that you might have to pay a high price for that luxury. But the price for hypocrisy—for living a false life—is even higher.

			So this is my mea culpa, Mr. Hawthorne. The Scarlet Letter is an amazing novel—passionate, grotesque, horrifying, heartbreaking, and weirdly uplifting. Everyone should read it. Not because it’s good for us—though it is—but because it illuminates our world. More than any other American novel, The Scarlet Letter knows who we are and how we got this way. It doesn’t just remind us who we used to be in the bad old days when “religion and law were almost identical,” it points the way to a different and brighter future, where a truer life might be possible.

			TOM PERROTTA

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Hawthorne appalls—entices.

			—Emily Dickinson

			Introductions introduce; they aim to prepare the reader for the work ahead. But Introductions are also commonly interpretive and as such are better read after, not before, the text itself. Accordingly I have divided this Introduction into two parts, the first intended to contextualize The Scarlet Letter within Hawthorne’s career, the second to indicate (but not resolve) some of the issues the book raises as they relate both to its own time and to ours.

			I.

			The summer of 1849 was a horrific time for Nathaniel Hawthorne. After the victory of the Whig Party in the presidential election of 1848, Hawthorne was fighting to keep his comfortable position in the Salem Custom House. Authorship had failed him as a paying profession, and with a wife and two young children to support and no alternative prospect of employment he was desperate to avoid the political decapitation he would presently make light of in “The Custom-House” introduction to The Scarlet Letter as a stroke of good fortune. The sentence of removal came down on July 24; a week later his mother died painfully of cancer, with Hawthorne so moved by her anguish and by the “gloom and ambiguity” (his words) surrounding death itself that he “came near a brain fever,” his wife Sophia reported.

			Within the next six weeks Hawthorne began what would become The Scarlet Letter, which he wrote with a speed and intensity astonishing in light of what he recalled as his “very nervous state” and of his typically labored literary practice. Save for the early romance Fanshawe (1828), which he quickly did all he could to suppress, Hawthorne had never written a full-length work and was unsure he had the material, the psychic resources, and the imaginative staying power to write one now. In “The Custom-House” he refers to The Scarlet Letter as “the most prolix among the tales that make up my volume,” a projected collection of stories and essayistic pieces to be titled “Old-Time Legends: Together with Sketches, Experimental and Ideal.” Overcoming Hawthorne’s misgivings—he considered The Scarlet Letter too “dark” and narrowly focused to appeal to a wide audience—Boston publisher James T. Fields encouraged him to think of the tale as novelistically sufficient in itself. He completed the manuscript, “The Custom-House” included, in February 1850; the book was published in America on March 16.

			Had the Salem Whigs not claimed the spoils of victory, it is questionable whether Hawthorne would have become a novelist at all or even continued his career as a writer of tales. He was forty-five years old and seems to have felt that he had exhausted his literary gift or that the effort to realize that gift, aesthetically and financially, had exhausted him. Most of his greatest tales had indeed come early in his career. After graduating from rustic Bowdoin College in Maine in 1825, he had returned to his mother’s house in Salem, Massachusetts, where he lived as a near-recluse for twelve years, writing and publishing (mostly anonymously in gift-book annuals, with scant remuneration) the somber tales that would figure so prominently in his modern reputation, among them “Young Goodman Brown,” “The Minister’s Black Veil,” “My Kinsman, Major Molineux,” “The May-Pole of Merry Mount,” and “Roger Malvin’s Burial.” In 1837 a college friend, Horatio Bridge, concerned about Hawthorne’s state of mind as well as his literary prospects, undertook to guarantee a local printer against loss, and the hitherto invisible writer was publicly launched. With the appearance of Twice-Told Tales, a modest critical, if not a financial success, Hawthorne came forward into the social world, but his first major period of creativity also effectively ended.

			His second period began with his marriage to Sophia Peabody in 1842 and their settling in Concord, Massachusetts, in a riverside parsonage built by Emerson’s grandfather and for a time inhabited by Emerson himself, who then lived across town a mile or so away. After the lonely, introverted Salem years, Hawthorne felt reborn; in Transcendentalist, reform-minded Concord, America itself seemed about to be reborn. It was “an unquiet period,” Hawthorne wrote in “The Hall of Fantasy,” a sketch from the time, “when mankind [was] seeking to cast off the whole tissue of ancient custom, like a tattered garment.” Though hardly a reformer himself, still less a Transcendentalist, Hawthorne absorbed something of the spirit of renewal because it accorded so well with his feeling of self-renewal. “Oh, that I could run wild” and “put myself into a true relation with nature,” he exclaimed in a journal entry of the period. He met and took walks with Emerson, whose philosophy mystified him but whose optimism toward humanity and nature were a counter to the sin-obsessed Puritanism he had dramatized in his early tales; he befriended feminist Margaret Fuller, a periodic visitor to Emerson’s Concord and in the summer of 1844 a houseguest of the Hawthornes at the Old Manse as she prepared to expand her 1843 essay “The Great Lawsuit.—Man versus Men; Woman versus Women” into a full book, Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845); and he came to know and admire the talented but prickly Henry David Thoreau, still a young man unsure of his identity and vocation. Thoreau planted him a garden at the Old Manse, sold him the boat in which he had journeyed up the Concord and Merrimack rivers (later the subject of Thoreau’s first book), and helped sensitize him to nature. The influence of Emerson and Fuller went deeper. The Scarlet Letter could scarcely have been the book it is without their ideas and examples. Unthinkable in Salem, a “natural life” of freedom, unimpeded self-development, and delight in the senses seemed possible in Concord.

			The idyll at the Old Manse, probably the happiest time in Hawthorne’s life, lasted until mid-1845, clouded only by worries about money; the magazines in which he placed his writing paid meagerly, often belatedly, and sometimes not at all. The tales and sketches from this period were quite unlike his best earlier work in their absence of historical materials and, with a few exceptions like “The Birthmark,” “Egotism; or, the Bosom-Serpent,” and “Rappaccini’s Daughter,” of his characteristic themes of sin and guilt. Most were not even stories in the usual sense but fanciful sketches centering on ideas of social reform, facets of common domestic life, or aspects of the human condition represented in dreamlike fables without specific time or place or realized fictional characters. Just as he and Sophia remodeled the Old Manse, transforming a grim parsonage into a cheerful middle-class home, so Hawthorne in the early 1840s deliberately went about transforming himself, setting his Salem identity and, for the most part, its associated literary practice behind him.

			“But,” as he wrote in “The Custom-House,” “the past was not dead.” By circumstance—he may wryly have deemed it fate—Hawthorne returned to Salem, both physically as a residence and, later, imaginatively as a fictive mood and constellation of themes. Through the agency of friends with influence in the Democratic Party, he was appointed surveyor of customs in the Salem Custom House, a position that paid amply enough to meet his needs and whose limited duties allowed him leisure for literary composition. In fact, Hawthorne wrote very little during his more than three years as surveyor. Why, then, the sudden burst of creativity that produced The Scarlet Letter almost immediately upon his dismissal, and at a time of emotional and financial distress? “Art arises, it may be, from the death-denying portion of the psyche deeper than reason’s reach,” novelist John Updike speculated. The death of a lone remaining parent may prompt a crisis that extends beyond personal loss to an interrogation of life itself, the more so if the child is middle-aged or older and apprehensive about his or her own mortality. Attending his mother during her final days, Hawthorne felt what a terrible “mockery” it would be if we were “thrust out of life into annihilation in this miserable way” and “there were nothing beyond.” Although set in the mid-seventeenth century and confined to a small group of characters, The Scarlet Letter may have been Hawthorne’s effort to shape a narrative whose testimony to moral law reassured him that life did have meaning, was overseen by a benevolent Providence, and, however tragic for some individuals, did not end in death and nothingness.

			In “The Custom-House” Hawthorne ascribes the origin of his narrative to his coming upon a manuscript of his eighteenth-century predecessor, Surveyor Pue (an actual historical figure), bound up with a “much worn and faded” yet intriguing scarlet A, a claim neither intended to be taken literally nor credited as such by contemporary readers. Years earlier in the tale “Endicott and the Red Cross” Hawthorne had prefigured the situation of Hester Prynne in the cameo description of “a young woman, with no mean share of beauty, whose doom it was to wear the letter A on the breast of her gown” in token of her having committed adultery. Brief, unrelated notebook entries from the early 1840s anticipate the book’s other main characters: “To symbolize moral or spiritual disease by disease of the body;—thus, when a person committed any sin, it might cause a sore to appear on the body” (Dimmesdale); “A story of the effects of revenge, in diabolizing him who indulges in it” (Chillingworth); and “Pearl—the English of Margaret—a pretty name for a girl in a story.” How these discrete materials came together and were transmuted into The Scarlet Letter under the strains of 1849 we can never know.

			As a piece of writing in itself, “The Custom-House” is among Hawthorne’s most genial performances. He would always be uneasy about The Scarlet Letter—“positively a h-ll-fired story, into which I found it almost impossible to throw any cheering light,” he told his friend Bridge—and among the several functions of “The Custom-House” is to give the volume what he considered tonal balance. Another, in quite a different spirit, is to defend his performance as surveyor and satirically avenge himself on his political enemies. A third is to establish his credentials as a chronicler of Puritan times and lead the reader back two centuries to a remote but not discontinuous past. Hawthorne’s paternal ancestry, as “The Custom-House” reports, reached back to the origins of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the 1630s; readers of Arthur Miller’s The Crucible may recall Hawthorne’s second American ancestor, Judge John Hathorne (Hawthorne himself added the w to his surname), who officiated at the Salem witch trials. In fact, Hawthorne’s familiarity with the founding Hathornes was more the fruit of his reading in New England history than of bequeathed family legends. His father, a sea captain, died in South America when Nathaniel was four years old; his close relations were with his mother’s people, the Mannings, who ran a stage line and had commercial interests; and his identity as a “Ha(w)thorne” was largely a self-chosen one, adopted partly in rebellion against the Mannings’ nineteenth-century mercantile ethos and partly for the picturesqueness of associating himself with ancestral grandeur, however flawed.

			Cultivated though the connection was, Hawthorne had grounds for his declaration in “The Custom-House” that “strong traits” of his Puritan ancestors “have intertwined themselves with mine.” Among these traits were a discomfiting suspicion about the value of imaginative literature, which even the success of The Scarlet Letter and subsequent writings would never wholly dispel, and an abiding skepticism toward human nature, Puritan by coloring but divested of doctrinal substance and closer to Freud’s understanding of the workings of the psyche than to John Calvin’s or Puritan governor John Winthrop’s. Not least, more than two hundred years of ancestral rootedness in a place endowed Hawthorne with the perspective, rare among American writers, that T. S. Eliot in another context called “the historical sense”: a sense of “the pastness of the past”—its over-and-doneness; its difference from subsequent ages—and of its “presence” as it lives within and around us whether we are cognizant of it or not. This last quality, the historical sense, is what gives The Scarlet Letter its essential doubleness. The book is at once a historical novel about characters embedded in and victimized by their social circumstances and an exemplification of what Hawthorne took to be enduring moral and psychological truths.1 Like Shakespeare, Hawthorne is a writer rooted in his own time and yet belonging to all time. Readers of The Scarlet Letter need to distinguish between what pertains to the characters’ seventeenth-century mental world or Hawthorne’s mid-nineteenth-century one and what seems permanently true about human nature or relevant to issues that descend to us today in modified but kindred form—matters of feminism and gender, the legislation of morality, and the impulse toward freedom versus the degree of external and internal constraint required for social order.

			Coming to appreciate Hawthorne’s penetration and artistry is often a matter of seeing the psychology vitally at work and translating one conceptual idiom into another. For example, in Chapter V (“Hester at Her Needle”) Hester decides to stay in Boston because of her devotion to Dimmesdale, but the thought is too entwined with guilt for her to acknowledge it openly even to herself; she regards her hope for reunion with Dimmesdale (even in hell) as a temptation of the devil and strives to “cast it from her” and “bar it in its dungeon” (Hawthorne’s symbol for the unconscious) whenever it rises into her mind. She resolves the conflict between desire and conscience through a self-serving rationalization: “What she compelled herself to believe,—what, finally, she reasoned upon, as her motive for continuing a resident of New England,—was half a truth, and half a self-delusion.” The process Hawthorne describes—the ego’s mediation of the opposing claims of the libido and superego—is a striking example of Freud’s observation that the poets discovered the dynamics of the unconscious long before he did. The particular turn Hawthorne gives to analytic psychology—the moralist’s turn—is that Hester must indeed undergo a process of penitence and that her mistake is to believe she can purge her soul by suffering the outward slights of the community without renouncing her love for Dimmesdale. The passage is remarkable for its psychological insight and multiple layers of reference. It renders Hester’s conflict in the terms in which she herself experiences it; it reaches beyond Hester to the thought processes of other individuals caught similarly between desire and conscience; it moves to contain its descriptive psychology within an implied norm of the morally necessary and right; and it plants the question that will become increasingly urgent and problematic as the book unfolds: what is necessary and right?

			Hawthorne’s vehicle for exploring such themes, which he saw as typically lying outside the realm of the Anglo-American novel, is the romance. After recounting his purported discovery of Surveyor Pue’s manuscript, Hawthorne describes his futile attempts to turn the story of Hester Prynne into a romance. He would introduce each of his four full-length fictions with a preface that pointedly identified the work as a romance. In mood, technique, density of social context, and degree of verisimilitude, The Scarlet Letter, The House of the Seven Gables (1851), The Blithedale Romance (1852), and The Marble Faun (1860) differ markedly; their common point, generically, is what in his Preface to Seven Gables Hawthorne calls “a certain latitude” that permits the romancer to depart from novelistic conventions both in his choice of material (the novel deals with “the probable and ordinary course of man’s experience,” the romance with the extraordinary, “the Marvellous,” even the supernatural) and in his mode of presentation (the novel is realistic, the romance stylized in language, elevated in tone, introspective in focus, and densely symbolic). Hawthorne was chronically ambivalent about the kind of fiction he inclined to write: was the romance a vehicle for a deeper poetic truth than the novel could provide or was its moonlit world an evasion of the palpably real? The function of the prefaces was to make the best case for romance and prepare the reader for the kind of book that lay ahead—in the case of The Scarlet Letter, for a tale conceived, written, and dramatically situated in “a neutral territory, somewhere between the real world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with the nature of the other.” The continuing appeal of The Scarlet Letter—its power to draw generations of readers into its created world despite its somber, almost claustrophobic subject—is a tribute to how consummately Hawthorne did his work. It is a spellbinding book.

			II.

			By titling his romance The Scarlet Letter rather than, in the fashion of the day, Hester Prynne; or, A Fallen Woman, Hawthorne identifies its subject as the consequences of Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s adultery for everyone concerned, Puritan society included, and directs the reader’s attention to the many-layered symbol of the A itself. For reviewer Edwin Percy Whipple, whom Hawthorne considered the most penetrating critic of his work, even the main characters of the book receded before its overarching theme of transgression: “It is not Hester or Dimmesdale that really interests us, but the spectacle of the human mind open to the retribution of violated law, and quivering in the agonies of shame and remorse. As an illustration of the Divine order on which our conventional order rests, it is the most moral book of the age.”

			With a few notable exceptions, versions of Whipple’s Christian/moral interpretation of The Scarlet Letter might be said to have dominated Hawthorne criticism until Frederick C. Crews’s revisionary The Sins of the Fathers: Hawthorne’s Psychological Themes (1966). Using Freud but mostly through his own understanding of the psychodynamics of Hawthorne’s work, Crews argued that “behind [Hawthorne’s] moralism, and often directly contradicting it, lies a sure insight into everything that is terrible, uncontrollable, and therefore demoralizing in human nature. Hawthorne himself, like his latest admirers, wanted to be spared this insight, but beneath layers of rationalization and euphemism, it asserts its right to expression.”2 Others had seen irony and ambiguity in Hawthorne but had typically tried to contain them within a higher aesthetic unity under the author’s control. Crews saw, and made it difficult for readers after him not to see, textual disunity and subversion—a nuanced psychologism that undercut the moralizing of the fictions’ intrusive narrators and an intuition of nothingness that recurrently pierced through the writings’ open affirmations of belief.

			Crews, in effect, let the genie out of the bottle. Under new scrutiny, a writer whom everybody thought they knew became increasingly problematic, and on subjects other than those Crews himself had explored. Beginning in the late 1960s, a time as critical of received opinion as the 1840s, Hawthorne’s attitudes toward women, sexuality, and feminism came to seem more conflicted and elusive, his politics more uncertain, his religious faith (which was never conventional) more tenuous, and his relationship to his own age and to modernity more Janus-faced. “Presentism” is the imposition of contemporary interests and values upon a text, but to a great extent the concerns of the last half century are prominent within Hawthorne’s texts; they had simply not, for cultural reasons, been on most interpreters’ critical radar.

			All of this is to say that Hawthorne is anything but the familiar moralist once taught with assurance in American high schools. Read with care, he surprises and unsettles; he even seems to have unsettled himself. The E. P. Whipple who extolled the morality of The Scarlet Letter observed a few years later that Hawthorne’s “books appear not so much created by him as through him. They have the character of revelations—he, the instrument, being often troubled by the burden they impose on his mind.” Hawthorne is so subtle and undemonstrative a stylist that the full import of his words can sometimes pass unnoticed. Rereading The Scarlet Letter in a fresh copy, I have been astonished by some seemingly innocuous remark I had previously overlooked, and suddenly the book will rearrange itself for me like a landscape after a seismic shock. When Dimmesdale mounts the scaffold in the dead of night hoping to relieve the pressures of guilt yet terrified of being seen, Hawthorne observes, “Crime is for the iron-nerved, who have their choice either to endure it, or, if it press too hard, to exert their fierce and savage strength for a good purpose, and fling it off at once!” Insofar as the words ascribe Dimmesdale’s torment to his personal unfitness to carry off the role of sinner rather than to the inescapable demands of conscience, they suggest a relativism at odds with the moral scheme of the book and deeply subversive of it. Dimmesdale is no Emersonian lawgiver unto himself or proto-Nietzschean Superman, but perhaps others, more “iron-nerved,” might be. Is there such a thing as moral law at all or are “good and bad,” as Emerson said, “names very readily transferable to that or this,” dependent upon our private “constitution” or upon socially constructed notions of value? Such questions are not anachronistic attempts to modernize Hawthorne’s book; the book itself implies them, often on its seeming peripheries.

			Coming after the writings of the Manse period with their general avoidance of Salem themes, The Scarlet Letter is both backward-looking and radically new. Psychologically, its presentation of Dimmesdale has its roots almost fifteen years earlier in the figure of Reverend Hooper in “The Minister’s Black Veil.” Once again, Hawthorne shows himself a master analyst of the guilt-ridden Puritan mind as it writhes within a prison of its own theological making. Does he intend Dimmesdale’s state as a representation in extremis of universal truths—the character-debasing (yet educative) effects of sin; the necessity of repentance; the promise of divine mercy and salvation; the moral law at the heart of reality—or does he write as a cultural anthropologist anatomizing a bygone social order, some of whose moral DNA he and his age unhappily inherit? In the chapter “The Minister in a Maze,” having agreed to flee with Hester and make a new (and adulterous) life elsewhere, Dimmesdale returns from the forest a rejuvenated man but one tempted “to do some strange, wild, wicked thing or other,” at once in violation of his nature and emanating from some “profounder,” if mysterious part of it. Hawthorne’s language is figurative and oblique—he refers to a “total change of dynasty and moral code” in Dimmesdale’s “interior kingdom”—but essentially what he is describing is a Freudian upwelling of sexual, aggressive, and otherwise tabooed impulses formerly held in check by a socialized conscience but unleashed when Dimmesdale “yield[s] himself with deliberate choice . . . to what he knew was deadly sin.” The passage is located so thoroughly within Dimmesdale’s mental universe (“what he knew was deadly sin”) that it is problematic whether anything exists outside that mental universe, or outside anyone’s. Is sin an objective moral reality or only a private subjective one? Moreover, is the Freudian model of the psyche Hawthorne depicts—the usurpation of the superego by the newly empowered id—applicable to human beings generally (in which case the vigilant restraints of society and conscience might be necessary, as Freud held) or simply to persons like Dimmesdale warped by a particularly repressive society and incapable of a healthy adjustment of conscience and desire?

			In the space of a few chapters Hawthorne has written one of the most incisive novelistic studies of guilt before Dostoevsky; he has reached back to a theme from the Salem period and carried it to its literary consummation. The forward-looking element in The Scarlet Letter is Hester, who is associated with the seventeenth-century antinomian Anne Hutchinson (mentioned twice in the book) and has affinities with the latter-day antinomian Emerson, both champions of the soul-inspired individual against the voice of the community. Tall, regal, dark-haired, and rich in complexion, Hester would have been recognizable to contemporary readers as a variation on the darkly alluring but ill-fated heroines of Sir Walter Scott, a favorite author of Hawthorne’s. Hawthorne would create three such women—Hester, Zenobia in The Blithedale Romance, and Miriam in The Marble Faun—and place them in analogous circumstances. All are passionate, intellectual, artistic, and with the potential for greatness, but they are bound by a tie from their past that prevents them from fulfilling their nature through the culturally normative path of conjugal love, in consequence of which they become lawbreakers, freethinkers, and feminist critics of the ruling patriarchy. Appropriating the convention of the dark heroine, Hawthorne made it distinctively his own by using it to test the desire for freedom (social, psychological, and sexual) against the real or supposed requirements of civilized order.

			When we first meet Hester on the scaffold she is bitter about her treatment by Puritan society, but she is enough of a seventeenth-century woman to feel guilt (though not regret) for her transgression. The scarlet A she is condemned to wear is intended as a punishment for herself and an object lesson for the community; more positively, as Dimmesdale says when commanded by Hester to plead for her right to keep Pearl, it was also “meant for a blessing” by binding her to the human community through Pearl (whom she dresses as the scarlet letter) and by forcing her to live in relation to her sin until she has come to terms with it. As Hester resplendently devises the letter, however, it takes on additional, antithetical meanings: it becomes a badge of identity, a symbol of social defiance, an expression of “the rich, voluptuous, Oriental” part of her nature, and, not least, a covert proclamation of her continuing adulterous love for Arthur. The power of the symbol is its ability to embrace all of these things simultaneously, logically inconsistent as they are. The truth of Hester’s situation, Hawthorne implies, lies beyond logical exposition, apart from any single layer of consciousness and motivation, and outside any monolithic framework of value.

			Sin in Hawthorne is always a life-defining act, but for Hester the effects of this “new birth” are compounded by social ostracism and by her proud, self-chosen exile on the physical and moral fringes of the community. She has cast off from society and become, in Hawthorne’s recurrent metaphor, a wanderer in a moral wilderness as tangled as the virgin forest the Puritans saw as a region of ungodly chaos. Hawthorne is of two minds about the intellectual journey that leads Hester to feel “the world’s law was no law for her mind.” He has no sympathy with the Puritan identification of morality with law (present-day parallels abound), but neither does he share Emerson’s confidence in the ability of the emancipated self to discover truth and right on its own. While outwardly conforming to Puritan ways, Hester inwardly adopts “a freedom of speculation” potentially more threatening to Puritan hegemony than any sexual crime. Her seven years of estrangement from the community have “made her strong,” Hawthorne writes in summation, “but taught her much amiss.” The unanswered but all-important question is what in Hester’s views of herself and established social arrangements counts as “amiss.”

			At the heart of these arrangements for Hester is the relationship between the sexes. In having her generalize from her private frustrations to those of “the whole race of womanhood,” Hawthorne incorporates into his romance an analysis of gender relations and prospective reform developed in large part from his understanding of the life and writing of Margaret Fuller. “As a first step,” he remarks apropos of Hester’s meditations,

			the whole system of society is to be torn down, and built up anew. Then, the very nature of the opposite sex, or its long hereditary habit, which has become like nature, is to be essentially modified, before woman can be allowed to assume what seems a fair and suitable position. Finally, all other difficulties being obviated, woman cannot take advantage of these preliminary reforms, until she herself shall have undergone a still mightier change; in which, perhaps, the ethereal essence, wherein she has her truest life, will be found to have evaporated.

			Following Fuller, Hawthorne is describing three stages in the progress of women toward social equality and self-realization. The first stage is legal and institutional (“We would have every arbitrary barrier thrown down,” Fuller declared in Woman in the Nineteenth Century). The second stage centers upon revised gender conceptions, whether molded chiefly by “nature” (inborn instincts, powerful but not all-decisive) or by the second nature of transmitted culture. The third stage involves a transformation of female character itself as it evolves away from the genteel spirituality of antebellum middle-class womanhood and toward what Fuller saw as the androgyny that properly belonged to both sexes and without which women could not take their place in the male-dominated public sphere. A sense of deep injustice, of the tragic waste of countless women’s lives down to his own century, disposes Hawthorne to present the logic of reform with apparent sympathy, but as the passage develops it turns on itself as Hawthorne contemplates the envisioned loss of “ethereality” consequent upon women’s entry into the world. Partly Hawthorne may write from conservative or patriarchal biases, but what seems to trouble him most, here as elsewhere in his work, is the dethronement of women as figures of moral and spiritual refinement whose role is to elevate men and rescue them from the brutishness of their sexual and aggressive nature.

			Hawthorne’s dark heroines are flesh-and-blood beings who want nothing of such idealization; it is Hawthorne’s men, and frequently as in The Scarlet Letter his moralizing narrators, who disembody women and cast them as redeemers. Hawthorne both is and is not these narrators. Prompted by the spirit of 1840s Concord, he created his dark heroines from a middle-aged yearning for a life of the senses and the unfettered self even as bourgeois domesticity closed in upon him. He loved and admired his dark heroines, yet from a residue of his Salem years, combined with disruptive tendencies he saw or imagined in Fuller, he was wary of their passion for life in its unrestricted fullness. Nearly eighty years before Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents, Hawthorne is asking whether the rebellious woman proclaiming her selfhood and suing for her rights is the prototype for a new, unrepressed human personality or a splendid atavism whose sexuality is a danger both to her immediate society and to the interests of civilization as it rests on the sublimation of libido. Three times—in The Scarlet Letter, The Blithedale Romance, and The Marble Faun—Hawthorne opens the Pandora’s box of feminist reform only through plot or intrusive commentary to attempt to clamp the lid shut. In The Scarlet Letter he terminates his discussion of feminism by observing that Hester would not be entertaining such thoughts if her heart had not “lost its healthy and regular throb.” “The scarlet letter,” he states flatly in a one-sentence paragraph, “had not done its office.”

			As both the creator of a bold, liberated Hester and the judge of an erring Hester, Hawthorne is profoundly self-divided. The tension comes to a head in the forest scene of Chapters XVII and XVIII when Hester discards the scarlet letter (“With this symbol, I undo it all, and make it as it had never been”), reminds Dimmesdale that their act of seven years before “had a consecration of its own,” and proposes that they rededicate themselves to it by throwing off the customs and morality of Puritan society and making a new life for themselves in some faraway world. As if to bless the idea, sunshine breaks through what had been the gloom of the day and sheds its radiance on the lovers. Who can take issue with sunshine, literal and symbolic? Hawthorne’s narrator, for one: “Such was the sympathy of Nature—that wild, heathen Nature of the forest, never subjugated by human law, nor illumined by higher truth—with the bliss of the two spirits!” What nature values is fecundity; it has no moral or spiritual being, and while allowing the lovers a temporary release from the oppressiveness of the community, it can offer no positive guidance for living. Following upon the narrative’s prospect of happiness for the characters and relief for ourselves as emotional participants in their fate, Hawthorne’s words have the effect of a sober and unwelcome intrusion of the reality principle. But is it “reality” that asserts itself or only the vetoes of a moralistic culture, the narrator’s included? Here reader opinion is radically split between romantics or progressives who celebrate Hester’s vision of freedom and conservatives who are critical of it. On the romantic’s side, a reviewer from Hawthorne’s own time, George Bailey Loring (more recent romantics include A. N. Kaul and Nina Baym):

			We dare not call that a wicked perversity, which brought its possessor [Hester] into that state of strong and fiery resolution and elevation, which enabled her to raise her lover from his craven sense of guilt, into a solemn devotion to his better nature. She guided him rightly, by her clear vision of what was in accordance with the holiest promptings of her true heart. Aided by this, she learned what all his theology had never taught him—the power of love to sustain and guide and to teach the soul. This bore her through her trial; and this, at that glowing hour when both rose above the weight which bowed them down, tore the scarlet letter from her breast, and made her young and pure again.3

			And on the conservative’s side (more typical of nineteenth-century judgment), modern critic Darrel Abel:

			Although we are expected to love and pity Hester, we are not invited to condone her fault or to construe it as a virtue. More a victim of circumstances than a wilful wrongdoer, she is nevertheless to be held morally responsible. . . . This is harsh doctrine, but there is no escape from it short of unflinching repudiation of the moral ideas which give man his tragic and lonely dignity in a world in which all things except himself seem insensate and all actions except his own seem mechanical.4

			Though oppositional, each of the readings is valid so far as it rests on textual evidence. Is either more valid? “The artist,” D. H. Lawrence observed, “sets out . . . to point a moral and adorn a tale. The tale, however, points, the other way. . . . Never trust the artist. Trust the tale.”5 The difficulty in The Scarlet Letter is that the moralizing “artist” and the countervailing “tale” are both aspects of a more inclusive artist, “Hawthorne,” the implied author responsible for everything in the work, including its self-contradictions. What the narrator of the forest scene cautions us we shouldn’t desire (the lovers’ escape) is precisely what the dramatist has led us to desire. Where the emphasis falls is left for readers to decide for themselves.

			The climactic marketplace scene of Chapter XXIII, in which Dimmesdale mounts the scaffold, reveals the scarlet A on his breast, and praises God for his mercy toward him, is less a resolution of the ambiguities of the book than a reinforcement of them. With the egocentrism that disposed the Puritan to focus inwardly on his or her own spiritual life, Dimmesdale reduces Chillingworth, Hester, and Pearl to accessories in the drama of his personal salvation. Through Dimmesdale’s dying speech Hawthorne may be typifying a universal pattern of sin, repentance, and redemption in which evil is ultimately productive of good or he may be representing the socially conditioned experience of a seventeenth-century Puritan. The book retains its double reference, allegorical and historical, to the end. Can its levels of meaning be reconciled or is its assertion of moral law as objective, timeless, and God-ordained at odds with its understanding of social codes as relative and historically contingent? Hester herself is resistant to the sin-obsessed Puritan view of the world. To Dimmesdale’s “Is not this [confession on the scaffold] better than what we dreamed of in the forest?” she can only reply, “I know not! I know not!” Emotionally she knows very well. Hester doesn’t want salvation; she believes that seven years of suffering have been purgation enough; she wants and feels entitled to a life or afterlife with Dimmesdale, whether on earth, in heaven, or in hell.

			Had the book ended there, with Dimmesdale’s “death of triumphant ignominy” on the scaffold and Hester’s nonrepentance, it would come full circle to the antinomies of its threshold symbols in Chapter I, the prison door and the rose-bush: the black flower of civilized society and the red flower of nature; Puritan patriarchy and the antinomianism of “the sainted Ann Hutchinson”; repression and freedom; superego and libido; “thou shalt” and “I want.” In fact, this is how Hawthorne concludes his book: “ON A FIELD, SABLE, THE LETTER A, GULES.” Before that, however, he has taken pains to shape a resolution at once firmly on the side of moral law (without which, he believed, life would be the horrific thing he sensed on his mother’s deathbed) yet sympathetic toward Hester and mildly hopeful for the future. By returning Hester to Boston and having her voluntarily reassume the scarlet letter in acknowledgment that “here had been her sin . . . and here was yet to be her penitence,” Hawthorne reins in his iconoclast and affirms that there is, after all, a moral necessity inhering in human affairs.

			Readers past and present have questioned the plausibility of Hester’s reversal, which in the absence of even the barest psychological account of the intervening years seems imposed on her by the author rather than willed by Hester herself from an awakened sense of guilt. Hester’s closing prophecy of “some brighter day” when “a new truth” about gender relations “would be revealed” is also equivocal. It may be an effort on her part to wring consolation from her sufferings and from woman’s generally. It may be an expression of Hawthorne’s own vague historical meliorism or of his conservative evasion of imminent social reform: change will come “when the world shall have grown ripe for it, in Heaven’s own time” (Hawthorne felt similarly about the abolition of slavery). Or it may simply be Hawthorne’s attempt to mitigate the book’s closing gloom and leave the reader, as he promised at the outset, with a “sweet,” if indefinitely deferred, “moral blossom.” Most likely it is all of these things at once, just as The Scarlet Letter is the totality of its manifold implications. Ultimately, the meaning of the book resides in its title and irreducible symbol, the scarlet A itself, which stands for nothing so much as Ambiguous (the literary text) and Ambivalent (the author’s relationship to it).

			 • • • 

			In The School of Hawthorne, Richard H. Brodhead notes that Hawthorne “is the only American author always to have been part of our significant past.” Through the generations, however, it was not always the same Hawthorne that was read, taught, canonized, and widely admired. In the later nineteenth century Hawthorne was regarded not only as a chief ornament of American literature but also as a “safe” author who might be used in schools to acculturate the young across class and ethnic boundaries into so-called mainstream American values. Later, when values and tastes changed in the 1920s and again, radically, in the 1960s, “the literary charms [Hawthorne] was originally prized for” came to seem, as Brodhead observes, “inessential to him, a kind of protective covering for an author of quite other tendencies: dividedness, subversiveness, darkness, demoralization—the very virtues around which the new American canon was largely grouped.”6 We like to think of literary criticism as a progressive enterprise, like other forms of knowledge, and to the extent that interpretation has become aesthetically subtler and historically more deeply aware, it is progressive; but it is also like the parable of the blind men feeling the elephant, each touching a part—trunk, leg, tusk, tail—and constructing their notion of the animal from that. It won’t do to condescend to Hawthorne’s contemporaries G. B. Loring and E. P. Whipple, to Henry James in his 1879 Hawthorne, or to incisive turn-of-the-century readers like W. C. Brownell; they, too, have something irreplaceable to say. Each generation has its characteristic interests and needs, its special insights, and its disabling blind spots. Collectively, readers see Hawthorne differently today from readers in the past, but if they also see him more clearly and completely it is because they have assimilated what others saw and brought it to bear on what they themselves are equipped to see as actors in their own historical moment and idiosyncratic minds and sensibilities.

			Books change for individual readers, just as they do for generations. “A great book is one that grows with you as you grow,” I remember being told in high school about the time I first read The Scarlet Letter. This has been my own experience with students and as a student, which we all perpetually are. Almost unfailingly I have found that those who read The Scarlet Letter in high school and again a few years later in college usually like it much more the second time, not because the teaching is better but because they are more acute readers, have lived more, and are more interested in asking questions than in confirming certitudes. Curious, they tug on the loose threads of the tapestry—an anomalous remark, a puzzling symbol, an apparent self-contradiction—and instead of finding themselves with a pile of wool they discover, magically, an artwork more splendid than they had imagined. So far as they are incentives to press further into a literary text and into the life-questions it raises, textual ambiguity, authorial ambivalence, and resistance to intellectual closure are valuable things. They don’t preclude a reader’s judgments or social and moral commitments—taking a radical position like Loring’s, a conservative one like Abel’s, or a new position of one’s own—but they ensure that judgments will be made on a level that incorporates as much of the complexity of the work as possible. “Only as far as [people] are unsettled, is there any hope for them,” Emerson remarked of intellectual growth in his 1841 essay “Circles.” Hawthorne unsettles. It is impossible to say how future generations may view The Scarlet Letter; the only likelihood is that in 2050, its bicentennial year, it will still be read and still be argued about.

			ROBERT MILDER

			Notes

			1. Roger Chillingworth suggests the larger allegorical reference of the story when he tells Hester, “By thy first step awry, thou didst plant the germ of evil; but, since that moment, it has all been a dark necessity. Ye that have wronged me are not sinful, save in a kind of typical illusion; neither am I fiend like, who have snatched a fiend’s office from his hands. It is our fate. Let the black flower blossom as it may!” Chillingworth has his own reasons for saying this; he is disclaiming personal responsibility for tormenting Dimmesdale. But the idea of “types”—the representation in the particular case of patterns built into the structure of reality—runs through The Scarlet Letter, though it is presented more figuratively than literally. Typology is Hawthorne’s way of importing the notion of a universal moral order into his book without exceeding the latitude of the romancer and appealing directly to the supernatural. Witness his handling of the A in the sky in “The Minister’s Vigil” and of Pearl’s insistence that Hester take up the discarded scarlet letter in “The Child at the Brook-Side.”

			As adjuncts to the story of Hester and Dimmesdale, Chillingworth and Pearl have a double existence. They are characters whose motives and behavior can be understood through naturalistic psychology—Chillingworth as the wronged husband who fills an otherwise empty life by taking an exquisitely malicious revenge, Pearl as the “born outcast of the infantile world” who acts out her hostilities against imaginary playmates—but they are also “figures” who perform allegorical roles. Chillingworth is the devil whose function, paradoxically, is to help bring Dimmesdale to the scaffold (so the devil’s purposes are ever frustrated by a beneficent God); Pearl is the product of a broken law who will herself be lawless until she is legitimized in a public acknowledgment by both parents. In the opening paragraphs of “The Leech” and “The Leech and His Patient,” Hawthorne outlines a novelistic treatment of Chillingworth he might have written had he had more space. As it is, Chillingworth is a fascinating character who remains psychologically underdeveloped. Pearl is less successful because her preternatural behavior, though modeled partly on the willfulness of Hawthorne
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