The Scarlet Letter Study Guide


Chapter 1 
"[O]n one side of the portal, and rooted almost at the threshold, was a wild rose-bush, covered, in this month of June, with its delicate gems, which might be imagined to offer their fragrance and fragile beauty to the prisoner as he went in, and to the condemned criminal as he came forth to his doom, in token that the deep heart of Nature could pity and be kind to him." 

Edifice: a large, usually impressive buildimg 
Utopia: a place or state of political or social perfection. Comes from a novel by Sir Thomas Moore about a perfect society 
Sepulchre: a burial vault built of rock or stone. 
Congenial: pleasant, friendly. 
Inauspicious: not prosperous. 
Portal: a doorway of imposing appearance. 


1. The colony at Boston was founded in hopes that a more perfect world could be formed. For what two "practical necessities" has the colony set land aside? What effect does this observation have on your mood at the beginning of this story?
2. Look carefully at the details of the opening scene: "The sad-colored carments" of the spectators; the prison door itself, "heavily timbered with oad and studded with iron spides." These details create what kind of mood or picture of Boston?

3. Who is Anne Hutchinson? How does Hawthorne feel about her?

5. What two possible symbols does the rose have for the reader?
 


Chapter 2 “The Market-Place” 
"On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and fantastic flourishes of gold-thread, appeared the letter A. It was so artistically done, and with so much fertility and gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that it had all the effect of a last and fitting decoration to the apparel which she wore; and which was of a splendor in accordance with the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what was allowed by the sumptuary retulations of the colony." 

evanescent adj.:  Vanishing or likely to vanish; transitory; fleeting…characterized by a certain state and dignity, rather than by the delicate, evanescent, and indescribable grace 
Theater is an evanescent art; one minute a show is alive with actors, sound, lights, an audience, and two hours later not a trace remains 
ignominy n.:  dishonor; infamy; a disgraceful act or conduct 
Her beauty made a halo of the misfortune and ignominy in which she was enveloped. 
brazen adj.:  made of brass; having a loud, resonant sound; impudent; bold 
The brazen attitude of some shoppers at clothes sales makes the sales staff want to run and hide. 
contumely n.:  rudeness or contempt in behavior or speech; insolence 
She had fortified herself to encounter the stings and venomous stabs of public contumely, wreaking itself in every variety of insult 
Neither students nor teachers should have to put up with contumely at school. 
spectral adj.:  of or resembling a specter; ghostly 
Like a mass of imperfectly shaped and spectral images. . . 
preternaturally adv.:  abnormally; exceptionally; in a way that differs from what is natural 
Her mind was preternaturally active. 
remonstrance n.:  a speech or gesture of protest, objection, or reproof 
Her mother's [face] which had so often laid the impediment of a gentle remonstrance in her daughter's pathway. 


1. What Hester has done would be considered a private matter in modern America, but in Puritan Boston this is public business. What crime has she committed? What is the relationship between religion and law in Puritan New England?

2. Who are the most merciless people in Boston?
3. Describe Hester as she "issues out of the prison."
4. When she gets out of the prison, what is it about Hester or her behavior that upsets the people of Boston the most?

5. Describe the Puritan women. Use one quote from the book to support your answer.

6. What punishments would the Puritan women have given Hester Prynne if it were left to them?

7. Why is Hester taken to the scaffold in the market-place?

8. What things does Hester think about while she is on the scaffold?

Chapter 3 “The Recognition” 
". . .he will be known." 

intervolutions n.:  intertwining coils …with all its wreathed intervolutions. 
genial adj.: having a pleasant or friendly disposition; cordial; kindly; conducive to life or growth; giving warmth; mild 
…a man of kind and genial spirit. 
unadulterated adj.: not mingled or diluted with extraneous matter; pure 
… in the unadulterated sunshine. 
obstinacy n.:  the state or quality of being stubborn, inflexible, difficult to manage; an act or instance of stubbornness 
…might prevail over your hardness and obstinacy. 


1. Describe the man who is standing on the outskirts of the crowd. What gesture does he make to Hester that suggests he knows her?
2. What does the stranger learn from the townsman next to him?

3. Who is the father of Hester’s baby?

4. What is the usual punishment for adultery? Why is Hester’s punishment less severe?
5. What do Bellingham and Wilson want Hester to do?

6. Describe Dimmesdale.

7. What is his relationship to Hester? What does he ask her to reveal?

8. Why won’t Hester name the child’s father?
 


Chapter 4 “The Interview” 


Sojourn: a temporary stay. 
Iniquity: wickedness. 
Betwixt: between. 
Tunic: a hip-length or longer blouse or  jacket. 
Sagacity: of keen mind:  shrewd. 
Obstinacy:  fixed and unyielding; stubborn. 
Lurid: gruesome; sensational. 
Ignominous: shameful. 


1. How does Hester act when she returns to prison?



2. Where did the “doctor” learn his skill?

3. Quote two lines that indicate the doctor and Hester know each other before this meeting.

4. What is the relationship between Chillingworth and Hester?

5. Did Hester ever love her husband? Quote Hester to support your answer.

6 . What secret does Chillingworth ask Hester to keep?

7. What symbol is introduced for Chillingworth in Hester’s final lines in this chapter?
Chapter 5: “Hester at Her Needle” 


"But there is a fatality, a feeling so irresistible and inevitable that it has the force of doom, which almost invariably compels human beings to linger around and haunt, ghostlike, the spot where some great and marked event has given the color to their lifetime; and still the more irresistibly, the darker the tinge that saddens it." 

1. Give at least two reasons why Hester does not leave the colony.

2. Describe Hester’s home.

3. What talent did Hester use to support herself and Pearl?

4. What garments is Hester not allowed to sew?

5. Why type of dress did Hester wear? Pearl ?

6. What does Hester do that shows she has a charitable nature?

7. How did the poor, the ladies of Boston , the clergy, and the children treat Hester?

8. What special knowledge does Hester feel the Scarlet Letter gives her?
 


Chapter 6: “ Pearl ” 


"Throughout all, however, there was a trait of passion, a certain depth of hue....The child could not be made amenable to rules....The mother's impassioned state had been the medium through which were transmitted to the unborn infant the rays of its moral life; and, however white and clear originally, they had taken the deep stains of crimson and gold, the fiery lustre, the black shadow, and the untempered light of the intervening substance. Above all, the warfare of Hester's spirit, at that epoch, was perpetuated in Pearl." 

1. Why did Hester name her child “ Pearl”?

2. Give at least two reasons why Hester does not leave the colony.

3. Describe Hester’s home.

4. What talent did Hester use to support herself and Pearl?

5. What does the Scarlet Letter mean to Pearl?

6. What did the townspeople say about Pearl?
 


Chapter 7: “The Governor’s Hall” 


"'No, my little Pearl!' said her mother. 'Thou must gather thine own sunshine. I have none to give thee!'" 

1. Name two reasons Hester visits Governor Bellingham.

2. How are the Scarlet Letter and Pearl alike?
 


Chapter 8: “The Elf and the Minister” 
"'I am my mother's child,' answered the scarlet vision, 'and my name is Pearl!'" 

1. Who are the other visitors at the Governor’s house?

2. How much time has elapsed since the opening scene?

3. With what creatures of fantasy is Pearl continually compared?

4. How has Chillingworth changed since Hester last saw him?

5. Why does John Wilson question Pearl?

6. How has Rev. Dimmesdale changed since Hester’s public humiliation?

7. Who pleads successfully for Hester to keep her child?

8. To which visitor does Pearl respond to lovingly?
 

Chapter 9: “The Leech” 
"Roger Chillingworth - the man of skill, the kind and friendly physician - strove to go deep into his patient's bosom, delving among his principles, prying into his recollections, and probing everything with a cautious touch, like a treasure-seeker in a dark cavern. Few secrets can escape an investigator, who has opportunity and license to undertake such a quest, and skill to follow it up. A man burdened with a secret should especially avoid the intimacy of his physician." 

1. What new identity has Chillingworth assumed in Boston ? Why is he successful?

2. To whom in the colony does Chillingworth attach himself as a medical advisor?

3. Describe Dimmesdale’s health.

4. What gesture has become Dimmesdale’s habit?

5. Quote a sentence from this chapter that associates Chillingworth with evil.

6. What two opposing views do the townspeople hold about Roger Chillingworth?
 

Chapter 10: “The Leech and His Patient” 
"Trusting no man as his friend, he could not recognize his enemy when the latter actually appeared." 

1. What “investigation” consumes Chillingworth?

2. Who is Chillingworth’s main suspect and victim?

3. What is a leech? What double meaning does the world “leech” have?

4. What secret does Chillingworth believe is buried in Dimmesdale’s heart?

5. Why would Dimmesdale live with guilt and not confess his sin openly?

6. What reaction does Pearl have to Chillingworth when she sees him with Rev. Dimmesdale?

7. What discovery does Chillingworth make when Dimmesdale “fell into a deep, deep slumber”?
 
Chapter 11: “The Interior of a Heart” 
"To the untrue man, the whole universe is false,- it is impalpable,- it shrinks to nothing within his grasp....The only truth that continued to give Mr. Dimmesdale a real existence on this earth was the anguish in his inmost soul" 

1. What effect does Reverend Dimmesdale’s guilt have upon his popularity in the colony?

2. What practices does Dimmesdale begin as a result of his guilt?
 

Chapter 12: “The Minister’s Vigil” 

"Come up hither, Hester, thou and little Pearl....Ye have both been here before, but I was not with you. Come up hither once again, and we will stand all three together!" 

1. What is a vigil?

2. Where does Dimmesdale hold his vigil?

3. Why are Hester and Pearl out at midnight?

4. What promise does Dimmesdale refuse to make to Pearl?


5. Quote a line that shows Chillingworth as a symbol of evil.
 

Chapter 13: “Another View of Hester” 

"All the light and graceful foliage of her character had been withered up by this red-hot brand, and had long ago fallen away, leaving a bare and harsh outline, which might have been repulsive, had she possessed friends or companions to be repelled by it." 

1. How old is Pearl in this chapter?

2. How has the townspeople’s view changed toward Hester?

3. How has Hester’s appearance changed?

4. What does Hester resolve to do?
 

Chapter 14: “Hester and the Physician” 
"It lies not in the pleasure of the magistrates to take off this badge....Were I worthy to be quit of it, it would fall away of its own nature, or be transformed into something that should speak a different purport." 

1. How has Roger Chillingworth changed in the past 7 years?

2. Quote at least one line that directly associates Chillingworth with the devil. 

3. What does Hester want Chillingworth to do?

4. What revelation is she going to make to Reverend Dimmesdale?

5. What effect has Chillingworth had on Dimmesdale? Quote a line to support your answer.
 

Chapter 15: “Hester and Pearl ” 
"'Truly do I!' Answered Pearl, looking brightly into her mother's face. 'It is for the same reason that the minister keeps his hand over his heart!'" 

1. Read Hester’s description of Chillingworth carefully. How does she feel about him?

2. What questions does Pearl ask her mother? Why does this trouble Hester?
 

Chapter 16: "A Forest Walk” 
"'Mother,' said litter Pearl, 'the sunshine does not love you. It runs away and hides itself, because it is afraid of something on your bosom. Now see! There it is, playing a good way off. Stand you here, and let me run and catch it. I am but a child. It will not flee from me, for I wear nothing on my bosom yet!' 'Nor ever will, my child, I hope,' said Hester. 'And why not, mother?' asked Pearl, stopping short, just at the beginning of her race. 'Will not it come of its own accord when I am a woman grown?' 'Run away, child,' answered her mother, 'and catch the sunshine! It will soon be gone.'" 

1. Where does Hester plan to meet Dimmesdale? Why?

2. Describe the scene with Hester and Pearl in the sunlight. What symbolic meaning could the sunlight have? Why does sunlight shine on Pearl and not on Hester?

3. What story has Pearl heard about the “black man”?

4. What does Hester mean when she says, “Once in my life, I met the Black Man. This scarlet letter is his mark.”

5. Why does Pearl think the minister holds his hand over his heart? How is there symbolic truth in what she says?
 

Chapter 17: “The Pastor and His Parishioner” 
"Thou little knowest what a relief it is, after the torment of a seven years' cheat, to look into an eye that recognizes me for what I am!" 

1. How has Dimmesdale’s secret sin affected his life? Use a quote to support your answers and cite the page number.

2. What is Dimmesdale’s “secret poison his malignity, infecting all air about him?”

3. From what does Hester hope to save Dimmesdale by telling him the truth about Chillingworth?

4. Does Hester still love Dimmesdale? Use a quote to support your answer. Cite a page number.

5. What is Dimmesdale’s reaction to the truth?

6. What future plans does Hester suggest to Dimmesdale as a way to escape Chillingworth?
 

Chapter 18: “A Flood of Sunshine” 
"There played around her mouth, and beamed out of her eyes, a radiant and tender smile, that seemed gushing form the very heart of womanhood. A crimson flush was glowing on her cheek, that had been long so pale." 

1. What is Dimmesdale’s decision in response to Hester’s plea that they leave the colony? Cite a quote and page number to support your answer.

2. Why is the chapter called, “A Flood of Sunshine”?

3. What does Hester do that symbolizes putting the past behind them?

4. When Hester throws down her scarlet letter, the transfiguration foreshadowed in Chapter 13 occurs, and Hester’s beauty returns. What is the “magic touch” that effects the transformation?

5. Near the end of this chapter, the forest creatures are naturally drawn to Pearl and recognize her as “a kindred wildness.” How do you account for this wildness in Pearl?
 

Chapter 19: “The Child at the Brookside ” 
"'I have a strange fancy,' observed the sensitive minister, 'that this brook is the boundary between two worlds, and that thou canst never meet thy Pearl again'"

1. What does Dimmesdale mean when he says, “Oh, Hester, what a thought is that, and how terrible to dread it! that my own features were part repeated in her face, and so strikingly that the world might see them!”

2. Why is Pearl upset when her mother calls her?

3. What is Pearl ’s reaction to Dimmesdale? How is Pearl a symbol for Hester and Dimmesdale?
 


Chapter 20: “The Minister in a Maze” 
"'At least, they shall say of me,' thought this exemplary man, 'that I leave no public duty unperformed, nor ill performed!'" 

1. Where have Hester and Dimmesdale decided to go when they leave Boston ? Why do they choose to go to Europe rather than remain in the New World ?

2. How does it happen that Hester is acquainted with the captain of the ship now in the harbor?

3. Why does Dimmesdale consider it fortunate that the ship is not to sail for 4 days?

4. When Mistress Hibbens offers to introduce Dimmesdale to “yonder potentate you wot of,” to whom is she referring?
 


Chapters 21 “The New England Holiday ,” and Chapter 22 “The Procession” 
"'What a strange, sad man is he!' said the child, as if speaking partly to herself. 'In the dark night-time he calls us to him, and holds thy hand and mine, as when we stood with him on the scaffold yonder. And in the deep forest, where only the old trees can hear, and the strip of sky see it, he talks with thee, sitting on a heap of moss! And he kisses my forehead, too, so that the little brook would hardly wash it off! But here, in the sunny day, and among all the people, he knows us not; nor must we know him! A strange, sad man is he, with his hand always over his heart!'" 


1. What have the crowds of people gathered in the market-place to witness?



2. What piece of unwelcome news does the master of the ship on which, she, Pearl, and Dimmesdale are to sail have for Hester?


3. What is particularly noticeable about Dimmesdale’s manner as he walks in the procession?


5. Where does Hester stand during the procession and during Dimmesdale’s sermon in the church?
 

Chapter 23 “The Revelation of the Scarlet Letter” and Chapter 24 “Conclusion” 
"Hester comforted and counseled them as best she might. She assured them, too, of her firm belief, that, at some brighter period, when the world should have grown ripe for it, in Heaven's own time, a new truth would be revealed, in order to establish the whole relation between man and woman on a surer ground of mutual happiness." 


1. How does Dimmesdale appear as he leaves the church after his triumphant sermon?


2. How does Pearl react when Dimmesdale calls Hester and herself to mount the scaffold with him?


3. Where, according to Chillingworth< is the one place where Dimmesdale could have successfully escaped him?


4. What were some of the conjectures made by parishioners as to the origin of the minister’s scarlet letter?


5. What explanation for the events of Election Day is made by the minister’s friends to make him seem blameless?


6. Dimmesdale enters the church energetically and upright to give his sermon; he leaves it stooped and tottering. How would you account for each of these quite different ways he carried himself? What might we assume has happened to him during the course of the sermon?


7. Explain why Chillingworth desperately tries to stop Dimmesdale from confessing his sins on the scaffold?


8. What do you think Dimmesdale means when he describes his and Hester’s sin as violating “our reverence for each other’s soul”?
 

The Novel as a Whole 


"It is to the credit of human nature, that, except where its selfishness is brought into play, it loves more readily than it hates. Hatred, by gradual and quiet process, will even be transformed to love, unless the change be impeded by a continually new irritation of the original feeling of hostility." 
1. One consequence of sin in The Scarlet Letter is isolation. Cite passages that indicate the isolation of the three major characters” Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth.
2. In this novel, Hawthorne makes extensive use of symbols—people, places, or objects that are made to take on a larger meaning. Explain briefly Hawthorne’s use of the following as symbols: the scaffold, the forest, weeds, and poisonous plants.
3. What do the prison and the rose represent? How are the village people described? How do they see Hester? In what other ways does Hawthorne let you see who she is? Consider the scenic qualities of the first scaffold gathering.
4. How are Dimmesdale, Chillingworth, and Hester all described at the beginning? What is their relationship and  who is to blame? Why doesn't Hester confess the name of the father? Why does she not leave the village after she leaves prison? What sort of place does she make for herself in this society that has condemned her?
5. How does the letter A gradually take on symbolic meaning? How is it connected to Pearl? What sort of person does she become?
6. What happens to Dimmesdale and Chillingworth in their relationship with each other? What does Chillingworth see when he uncovers Dimmesdale's chest? How has he changed? How has Dimmesdale changed? Hester? For Hawthorne, perhaps the ultimate, and possibly unforgiveable, sin is the violation of the human soul or heart. By this definition, who sins at this point of the story?
7. Describe the 2nd scaffold scene in terms of the changed relationship of the four people. What does the scarlet meteor signify?
8. How has Hester changed after 7 years? What has her A come to mean? What has she lost and gained? How does she feel about Pearl? about being a woman?
9. How has Chillingworth changed?: How does he explain his actions (past, present, future)? What is the relationship here between Pearl and the letter (including the green letter)?
10. How is the forest described? What does it mean to Pearl? to Hester? to Dimmesdale? How do she and Dimmesdale view her secret? their sin? What does Hester resolve to do? How does Dimmesdale react to the decision? Hester? What role has Nature played in this drama? What signs are there that such a "happy ending" is doomed? Why does Pearl reject them? What happens to Dimmesdale as he returns home?
11. How are the people described in the final scaffold scene as compared with the first? Why does Hester's plan fail? What does Hester hear Dimmesdale say as he preaches? the townspeople? How do the four stand on the scaffold this last time? What does Dimmesdale reveal? How is Pearl changed? How do the townspeople interpret this final revelation? What happens to Chillingworth? to Pearl?
12. Why does Hester return? What is the "new truth" she represents? 

How does this story of a relationship with tragic consequences played out within a community fit with other "American" stories of self-reliance? of one's place in a community? of one's place in nature? of the darker nature of human beings? 
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