
  
    NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE


    AMERICAN NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Salem (USA) in 1804.


      	Died in Plymouth (USA) in 1864.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Twice-Told Tales (1837), short story collection


          	The House of the Seven Gables (1851), novel


          	The Blithedale Romance (1852), novel

        

      

    


    Nathaniel Hawthorne was born in Salem, Massachusetts, into a family that had been present in the town since its founding. He was a descendant of John Hathorne, a leading judge in the Salem Witch Trials. It is thought that Hawthorne altered the spelling of his surname to distance himself from his controversial ancestor. Hawthorne married in 1842 and had three children.


    Hawthorne is famous for his psychologically complex works, most of which explore human guilt and sin. He is classed as a Romantic writer, specifically a Dark Romantic, and elements of the supernatural can be found in many of his writings. Along with his acclaimed novels, Hawthorne wrote many short stories and three nonfiction texts. He is now viewed as one of America’s greatest writers and influenced writers such as Herman Melville (1819-1891) and William Faulkner (1897-1962).
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    The Scarlet Letter is set in Boston during the 17th century and tells the tale of Hester Prynne, a woman who is forced to wear a fabric scarlet ‘A’ on her chest as a punishment for committing adultery. She is excluded from the Puritan society in which she lives, yet still refuses to name the father of her illegitimate child. The novel follows her story over the course of several years, examining the impact that her transgression and punishment have on her and those close to her. Hawthorne uses Hester’s tale to explore ideas of virtue, justice and revenge in colonial America, reflecting on the repressive nature of society during this period.


    The Scarlet Letter was one of the first mass-produced books in America and was an instant success. The novel’s rich symbolism and strong female protagonist mean that it remains popular today, and it was included in The Guardian’s list of the top hundred novels in English in 2015.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE CUSTOM HOUSE


    The novel begins with the narrator describing how he came to write the story of The Scarlet Letter. He explains that he discovered the fabric titular letter while working as a surveyor at the Custom House in Salem, along with a record written by a Mr Surveyor Prue, detailing events that occurred towards the end of the 17th century. The narrator decides to write a book based on this discovery after he loses his job in a political reshuffle. He admits that he has taken some liberties in recording the tale, but states that it is inspired by the truth.


    A PUBLIC SHAMING


    We are introduced to Hester Prynne on the day of her public punishment. We learn through the questions of an intrigued newcomer to town that she is married, but her husband has remained in Europe to study while she waited for him in America. Despite this, she has recently given birth to a daughter. As a result, she has been jailed for months and is now forced to embroider a scarlet letter ‘A’ on her breast as a symbol of her sin. She must stand on a scaffold in front of the entire town to show her shame, a punishment that she bravely bears. The townsmen attempt to get her to name the father of her child, pressuring the young minister Arthur Dimmesdale to speak with her. Despite his eloquent words, Hester does not name her fellow sinner.


    SECRET IDENTITIES


    The newcomer in town, Roger Chillingworth, is revealed to be a man of medicine and is sent to aid Hester and her ill daughter in jail. He reveals himself to be Hester’s husband, finally come to join her. He asks her to reveal the name of her lover and she once again refuses. In response, he asks her to also keep his identity a secret and swears to uncover the mystery man’s identity.


    Hester moves out of the jail with her daughter, named Pearl, and continues to keep both men’s secrets. She is shunned by the town but manages to earn a wage with her embroidery skills. Time passes, and Pearl grows up to be wilful and stubborn. Town officials consider removing her from her mother’s care, fearing that she is being raised in sin, but Arthur Dimmesdale convinces them of a mother’s need for her child.


    THE VULNERABLE VICAR


    Despite his success in helping Hester, Dimmesdale appears to be wasting away. There is no discernible cause for his illness, which appears to be psychological in origin. Chillingworth, still investigating Hester’s lover, takes a great interest in the young minister and eventually moves in with him, supposedly to give him round-the-clock care. Chillingworth suspects that Dimmesdale and Hester are linked and attempts to test his theory, adding to the reverend’s torment. One afternoon, as Dimmesdale sleeps, Chillingworth examines his chest, discovering a symbol on his breast (the details of which are not divulged to the reader) which confirms his suspicions. His hatred of Dimmesdale increases, and he continues to add to Dimmesdale’s mental anguish.


    Meanwhile, Hester’s good deeds around town have earned her more respect from the inhabitants. One night, when returning home from a deathbed visit with Pearl, Hester encounters Dimmesdale, who is standing on the scaffold. He invites the two to join him on the scaffold and stands holding hands with them. Pearl asks Dimmesdale if he will acknowledge them the next day and he refuses, though he states that he will be standing with them on judgement day, fully confirming to the reader that he is Pearl’s father. A meteor in the shape of a red ‘A’ streaks across the sky.


    HESTER TAKES CONTROL


    Hester can see the extent of Dimmesdale’s suffering and resolves to help him however she can. She starts by confronting Chillingworth and telling him to stop tormenting Dimmesdale. He refuses, and she decides that she must tell Dimmesdale his true identity. She orchestrates a meeting with Dimmesdale in the privacy of the forest and reveals Chillingworth’s evil actions. The lovers reconcile and agree to leave Boston behind. They decide to sail with Pearl to Europe and make a new life as a family there. Hester feels freed by the decision, finally letting her hair down and removing the scarlet letter from her dress. However, Pearl puts a stop to this, refusing to kiss Dimmesdale and not recognising her mother without the letter on her chest. Hester and Dimmesdale return to town, with Dimmesdale now feeling much more tempted by sin than ever before.


    A PUBLIC CONFESSION


    The day before they are due to leave, the town gathers to celebrate the introduction of a new governor, mirroring the gathering at the beginning of the novel. Dimmesdale gives his most eloquent sermon yet, impressing the townsfolk. Hester, however, learns that Chillingworth has booked passage on the same ship as them and is filled with fear.


    Dimmesdale spots Hester and Pearl in the crowd and can no longer conceal his guilt. He mounts the scaffold and asks them to join him once again. They do and he confesses to the town, revealing his chest to all. Pearl finally grants him a kiss and he dies. The narrator states that nobody could later agree what exactly was on his chest: some claimed there was a scarlet ‘A’ seared there, while others said there was nothing at all. Chillingworth is horrified to have lost his opportunity for revenge and the evil hidden within him is exposed. We are told that he dies a year later and leaves his considerable fortune to Pearl. Hester and Pearl leave for Europe and their story becomes a legend in the town.


    Many years later, Hester returns to her cottage and resumes her good deeds. It appears that Pearl married and remained in Europe. By the time Hester dies, the stigma of the letter has been all but forgotten. She is buried in a grave near Dimmesdale’s and the two share a headstone, which is engraved only with the letter ‘A’.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    HESTER PRYNNE


    Hester is the novel’s protagonist, and becomes an outcast after her adultery is revealed. She wears the titular scarlet ‘A’ sewn onto her clothing throughout the novel as a symbol of her sin. Despite her supposedly sinful ways, the reader sympathises with Hester. She becomes a caring and maternal figure after her ostracization, looking after the townspeople even as they reject her. Much of her role in the novel centres around her desire to help others: she protects Dimmesdale, hides Chillingworth’s identity and determinedly raises Pearl alone. By the end of the novel, the townspeople look upon the letter as a token of Hester’s good nature rather than her sin. She later becomes an inspiration for other young girls who feel under pressure from the sexist society.


    Hester is physically very beautiful, with “dark and abundant hair, so glossy that it threw off the sunshine with a gleam” (p.31). However, this beauty is hidden by her clothes and a cap for much of the novel, only being revealed during her secret meeting with Dimmesdale. Although Hester is the main character, we learn very little of her motivations. Her life before her affair with Dimmesdale remains mysterious, as does her time in Europe with Pearl. It could be said that the novel is more centred around her impact on other characters than her as a person.


    ARTHUR DIMMESDALE


    Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale is young and has a nervous air about him. He studied in England at a prestigious university and his eloquence earns him a positive reputation in the town. However, unbeknownst to the people, he is also the father of Hester’s child. This adds a certain irony to his early interactions with Hester, in which he demands that she name her lover. Dimmesdale has too strong a conscience to ignore his sin and becomes ill from the strain of his guilt. He punishes himself and frequently declares that he is a sinner in the pulpit, but the townspeople love him more for it. In fact, many believe that his final confession was merely symbolic and do not think he was truly Pearl’s father. Dimmesdale appears to love Hester and is tempted to leave with her, but ultimately saves himself from sin by confessing to his crimes.


    PEARL


    Pearl is the young daughter of Hester and Dimmesdale, born in jail out of wedlock. Pearl grows to be a beautiful but mischievous girl, who appears to reject the religious nature of the town. Many people speculate that she is the Devil’s daughter because of this. Pearl is extremely perceptive and mainly serves to question the adult characters. She quickly realises that Dimmesdale is her father and poses many questions about the nature of the symbol on her mother’s chest. Her mother views her as “the scarlet letter endowed with life” (p.58) due to her obsession with the symbol. She is critical of Dimmesdale’s hypocrisy and appears wise beyond her years. When Dimmesdale finally confesses, Pearl appears to lose her otherworldly nature: she ceases to be “a messenger of anguish” (p.142) and instead acts like “a woman” (ibid.).


    ROGER CHILLINGWORTH


    Roger Chillingworth is the assumed identity of Hester’s husband, whose true name is never revealed. He is much older than Hester and married her even though he knew that she would never love him. He sent Hester ahead to America while he remained in Europe to finish his studies. Even though he is the victim of the affair, the reader feels no sympathy towards Chillingworth. As his name suggests, he is cold-hearted and becomes obsessed with revenge, befriending Dimmesdale in order to prey on him. He is the true evil of the novel and his sin is shown to be worse than Hester’s. She sinned for love, whereas he sins out of hatred. Chillingworth’s body even alters to reflect the darkness of his soul: he becomes “a deformed old figure with a face that haunted men’s memories” (p.98). Dimmesdale’s confession is the only way for him to free himself from Chillingworth. Once Dimmesdale is revealed as Pearl’s father, Chillingworth no longer has any purpose and dies, leaving his wealth to Pearl as an admission of defeat.


    THE NARRATOR


    The unnamed narrator of the novel introduces us to his life in the first chapters. He works at the Salem Custom House roughly 200years after the events of the rest of the novel. While there, he discovers a manuscript of the events and decides to write a fictional account
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