
The Scarlet Letter 

Read and annotate the following. It is not meant to replace reading the book, it is intended to help 

you understand what you are reading.  

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-1864) was born in Salem, Massachusetts. His ancestors had been wealthy, 

influential people. One, William Hathorne, became a judge who persecuted Quakers; another, John 

Hathorne, also a judge, sentenced some Salem women to death during the Salem witch trials. 

Hawthorne was engrossed with the sins of these ancestors who reflected the religious intolerance of the 

Puritan society.  

The death of Hawthorne’s father when Nathaniel was four resulted in a series of unfortunate 

circumstances that created a lonely childhood for the boy. 

 Hawthorne graduated from Bowden College, Maine, and spent the next twelve years in seclusion as he 

struggled to become a writer. In 1837, he published Twice Told Tales and earned great national fame. 

His stories won the admiration of Edgar Allan Poe, who considered Hawthorne a genius.  

Another contemporary of Hawthorne, Herman Melville, who wrote Moby-Dick, became Hawthorne’s 

close friend. They both reacted to the Transcendental philosophers of the nineteenth century. 

Philosophically, Hawthorne was closely related to the Transcendentalists, who asserted that the human 

conscience was the ultimate determiner of all right and wrong, and once humans learned to listen to the 

dictates of their consciences and govern themselves, government would not be necessary.  

However, although Hawthorne and Melville desired a world in which the human conscience would 

replace government, they were somewhat less optimistic than the Transcendentalists about humanity’s 

ability to reach that state. Human passions ran too deep and too strong for the individual to ever really 

be his or her own government of one. Many critics refer to this view as “Anti-Transcendentalism.” 

Evidence of this struggle between a belief in the perfectibility of humanity by following one’s individual 

conscience and the essentially evil nature of humankind is seen—and at times highlighted—in the 

ambiguity of The Scarlet Letter.  

Despite his literary success, Hawthorne desired and sought political appointments. He knew firsthand 

the vagaries, and often the disloyalties, of the United States political machine. This sense of betrayal and 

distrust of governmental authority (human law) is evident in the Custom House introduction and in 

many of the characters and incidents in The Scarlet Letter. 

Hawthorne’s Style, Setting, and Themes 

 1. In spite of Hawthorne’s disavowal of Transcendentalism, he is typical of the nineteenth century 

Romantics. Like them, his stories • deal with the strange and the mysterious; • involve symbolic 

imagination; • turn to the past for subject matter.  

2. Hawthorne focuses his attention on the problem of evil and the nature of sin. He is not a moralist, but 

like a psychologist, he analyzes the inner world of the human mind and heart. Hawthorne’s stories begin 

with a simple idea, like guilt. This idea is developed through symbolism and by complex personal 



relationships among the characters. This symbolic story eventually leads to a probing of the mysteries 

within the human mind. In The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne analyzes the effect of one sin on the four main 

characters, who are inextricably entangled because of that sin (Hester, Pearl, Dimmesdale, 

Chillingworth).  

3. Hawthorne also examines the question, “What is sin?” Throughout the novel, he portrays Dimmesdale 

and Hester’s sin (adultery) as a crime against civil law (governing legal marriage and divorce), but not 

necessarily against natural law (marriage based on love and not social convenience). Beginning with the 

wild rose-bush growing beside the prison door, Hawthorne suggests that Nature might actually 

sympathize with those whom society has condemned. 

 4. The Scarlet Letter has unity of place. All action occurs in the center of Boston and the outskirts of this 

village. There are three scaffold scenes: one in the beginning, one in the middle, and one at the end. In 

each of these scenes, the four main characters are present, and the changes in each are evident. 

 5. Hawthorne uses formal language with a precise word choice; although the sentences are long and 

complex, they are logical and clear.  

6. Hawthorne uses images frequently to create the mood and emphasize his ideas. Notice especially the 

use of plant life to differentiate between those with whom Nature sympathizes and those with whom it 

does not. In addition, notice the use of darkness and shadows, light, the play of sunlight in the forest, 

etc. 

 7. The narrator tells most of the story in the form of a summary. Between the passages of exposition by 

the narrator are poignant, dramatic scenes. At times, Hawthorne interrupts the narration to provide 

necessary explanations. On other occasions, speaking directly to the reader, Hawthorne offers a choice 

of interpretations. The reader can decide what is literally true and what is a device used to create a 

supernatural or symbolic effect. This ambiguity is one factor that makes the book rich to read and 

discuss, but it also presents problems to readers who feel they need to understand it definitively. 

Setting of The Scarlet Letter: Puritanism in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, 1642  

1. Accurate historical references are made to the actual governors, ministers, and practices of the 

Massachusetts Bay Colony of 1642-1650. Hawthorne selected specific details only to develop the mood 

and the ideas. Hawthorne did not live during that time and was not a Puritan. Hawthorne wants the 

reader to react to these attitudes.  

2. Puritan ideas that are alluded to in the novel are as follows: 

 A. Puritanism emerged as a powerful religious and political force in sixteenth-century England. After 

Henry VIII’s divorce from Katherine of Aragon, there were Protestants in England who felt that Henry 

VIII’s break with Rome over this situation did not result in sufficient reform of Church doctrine and 

religious practices. These “Puritans,” as they came to be called, wanted to return the Church to its 

“pure” state, as the earliest Christians had established it in the first century CE. The New England 

Puritans were a radical group who felt that even the English Puritan reforms did not cut deep enough. 



These were the “pilgrims” who first went to the Netherlands and later sailed to the New World to 

establish a colony where they could worship as they chose. They did not seek actual religious freedom 

for others, as they still persecuted and banished individuals whose beliefs and practices were different 

from their own.  

B. The role of both the ministers and the magistrates was to enforce the laws of God. The Church and 

state cooperated in serving God. In fact, the people of the Massachusetts Bay Colony felt they had a 

covenant with God to establish a community, a “New Jerusalem,” under His laws. As a result, all 

members of this community of God were judges of the faith and works of every other member. They 

insisted on a lifestyle of self-discipline, which zealously avoided the temptations of the devil and 

followed the will of God, as expressed in the Ten Commandments and the Bible. The people were 

completely intolerant of sin. 

 C. The Puritan attitude toward sin created an interesting paradox; private sin must be made public in 

order for the sinner to seek repentance and gain forgiveness. The sinner who publicly confessed, 

however, would face severe social consequences: public humiliation, isolation, possibly even exile. 

Therefore, individual members of the community were unwilling to confess their own sins. Sins had to 

be made public and dealt with, however, or the wrath of God could be visited upon the entire 

community. Individuals, then, were constantly seeking opportunities to reveal the sins of others, while 

striving to keep their own private. Hawthorne’s descriptions of Boston society illustrate this paradox. 

Some historians explain that the cults of witchcraft in this area were a rebellion against this obsession 

with sin and rigid lifestyle. One practice used to secure the proper discipline of children was to “put out” 

or transfer children from one family to another. That way, a child could not be spoiled by natural 

parents. In The Scarlet Letter, the main character, Hester, fears her child will be taken from her. 

D. Puritan theology valued hard work. Idleness was an invitation to sin. In Elizabethan England, which 

was not too far in the past, as established by the opening of The Scarlet Letter, the Puritans were 

responsible for several closings of theaters, basing their objections on the notion that the performance 

of plays in the afternoon attracted people away from doing their work. Puritan societies had very few 

holidays for this same reason. Even Christmas Day had been outlawed in England and the New England 

Colonies because it encouraged idleness and licentious behavior, and was, they believed, a remnant of 

the Catholicism they hoped to abolish.  

3. The Puritans felt, however, that humans were too sinful to earn salvation by performing good works 

or avoiding sin. People could go to heaven only if they received God’s grace in the process of conversion. 

During conversion, saving grace enters people’s hearts, and they are released from sin. Some critics feel 

this happens to one of Hawthorne’s characters at the end of the story. On the other hand, many 

Puritans—including the New England Puritans—accepted the Calvinist doctrine of predetermination. 

This meant that the “saved” (those destined to spend eternity in heaven) had already been determined. 

One knew whether one was a member of “God’s elect” by being able to avoid sin. Thus, Dimmesdale 

and Hester are concerned that they may be damned—not because of their sin per se, but the fact that 

they sinned indicated that they already had been damned. 



 Again, the uncertainty as to whether Dimmesdale and Hester are damned or can be redeemed is the 

source of much of the book’s rich ambiguity.  

4. Hawthorne’s setting also functions allegorically to illustrate his primary theme. The action is divided 

among three central locations:  

• the town—the venue of human law The town is the location of the prison and graveyard (sin and 

death). It is the site of Hester’s imprisonment and humiliation at the beginning of the novel, of 

Dimmesdale’s guilt-ridden midnight vigil and the confession that frees him from his torment. Although 

Chillingworth spends a good deal of time exploring the forest, all his torture of Dimmesdale occurs in the 

town. 

 • the forest—the domain of natural law The forest is the great unknown to the people of the town. 

They fear it. It is where the “Black Man” (an amalgamation of the “savage” Native Americans and Puritan 

notions of Satan) lurks. It is in the forest that Hester is able to remove the letter from her chest and 

where the flood of sunshine falls on her. Hester and Dimmesdale meet in the forest, and it is in the 

forest that they plan their escape.  

• Hester’s cottage—midway between the two Dimmesdale is too much a creature of the town, bound 

by human law, convention, and judgement. Hester has been banished from the province of human law, 

but evenshe is not able to completely disavow the society that treats her cruelly and embrace Nature. 

She builds her house midway between the two, desiring freedom but afraid to seek it, knowing that her 

relationship with Dimmesdale does not violate the laws of nature, but still haunted by the guilt of 

knowing they violated human laws and human notions of sin. 

 Literary Philosophies in The Scarlet Letter: Transcendentalism, Anti-Transcendentalism, Romanticism, 

Gothicism  

1. Civil Law vs. Natural Law 

 Regardless of how society tends to romanticize marriage as the solemnized and eternal commitment 

between two people who love one another and hope to build a family together, marriage is 

merely a civil institution governed by the state. Hester claims that even at the time of their 

marriage, she did not love Chillingworth, and Chillingworth admits he violated a law of Nature 

by marrying a young and beautiful woman who could not love him. Hester and Dimmesdale’s 

adultery, therefore—if motivated by true love, as the reader is led to believe—is, indeed, a 

violation of civil law but not of natural law. 

 

 Consequently, Hester’s marriage, protected by this civil law, is a violation of natural law. In Chapter I, 

the narrator pauses to reflect on the wild rose that grows beside the prison door. He speculates 

that the rose-bush may have sprung from the footsteps of Anne Hutchinson as she left the 

prison, presumably to begin her banishment. Anne Hutchinson (1591-1643) was banished from 

the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1638 for conducting religious meetings in her home at which 

“erroneous opinions” were taught. While the Massachusetts Puritans held that only the Bible 

was the source of God’s truth and that only ordained clergy had the ability to interpret scripture 

for the people, Hutchinson and her followers believed that each person could communicate 



directly with God. She was also charged with stepping beyond the bounds of what was allowed 

for women.  

 

The suggestion that something of beauty could spring up from the footsteps of a criminal and a sinner 

might perhaps indicate that the crime was not necessarily wrong. Granted, Hutchinson violated 

the law of the colony of Massachusetts, but her “heresy” does not seem to be condemned by 

Nature. Instead, Nature (the rose-bush) is sympathetic to those who are true to their own 

consciences. Thus, human law, represented by the prison door, and natural law, represented by 

the rose-bush, are often antithetical.  

 

2. The Nature of Sin and Its Effects on the Individual Sin results in the psychological and physical 

deterioration of the sinner. Acts become sinful not only because they violate other people, but 

also because they violate the individual’s inner laws. Hester feels her unacceptability to others 

as a result of her sin; she deliberately becomes less beautiful. However, she also develops an 

inner strength and acceptance of who she is and what she has done. Her strength and 

usefulness to the community become legendary, so that, eventually, the fact and nature of her 

sin seem to be almost forgotten by the townspeople. Yet Nature does not seem to condemn 

Hester for her “sin” as much as it condemns her self-condemnation. Compare the scene in the 

forest in which the shafts of sunlight fall on Pearl but avoid Hester (Chapter XVI) with the later 

scene (Chapter XVIII) in which she takes off her scarlet letter, lets her hair down, and admits that 

her and Dimmesdale’s relationship has been consecrated. Immediately upon her doing so, the 

sun breaks out from behind a cloud and shines on both her and Dimmesdale. 

 

 Dimmesdale’s sense of guilt and self-defeat lead to physical illness and death. While Hester seems 

almost to transcend her sin, Dimmesdale succumbs to it. His strongest moment is the third 

scaffold scene when he is able to admit his sin publicly and foil Chillingworth’s attempt to 

destroy him.  

 

Chillingworth’s inability to “forgive and forget” and his obsession with revenge result in his warped 

ugliness. When the subject of his obsession and the target of his vengeance dies, he has no 

reason to live and dies as well. Furthermore, he dies frustrated, having failed to destroy 

Dimmesdale.  

 

3. The Individual’s Relationship to Society Another thematic aspect of The Scarlet Letter is Hawthorne’s 

reaction to several Romantic ideas. Humans need to feel a connection to others. Pearl, the child 

of nature who knows no rules, is isolated from society. To become a part of human society, 

however, she must share in the sorrow of other humans. Only after joining humanity, is Pearl 

able to cry.  

 

3. People’s Self-Reliance Humans have a sense of others, which creates their self-image and need 

for approval. Dimmesdale’s torment comes from his inability to distinguish a sin against nature 

from a sin against civil law, leading to his misrepresentation of himself to others. Although 

Hawthorne has the reader sympathize with Hester, the individual who rebels against society, 



she lives a solitary life on the edge of a forest. He points out the loneliness and shame that are 

associated with breaking a law. 

Answer the following questions as completely as you can. Provide a specific 

example or quote to support your answer. When answering the questions, use a 

different color ink.  

The Scarlet Letter  

The Custom-House  

1. What is the primary purpose for the Custom-House introduction? 

 2. What significant change does Hawthorne admit to making in telling the story contained in the diary?  

3. What potential impact will this change have on the story?  

Chapter I – THE PRISON-DOOR  

1. What is the setting of The Scarlet Letter? 

 2. What fact of the human condition does Hawthorne allude to when mentions the need for a prison 

and a cemetery? 

3. What is the significance of the wild rose-bush that grows beside the prison door? 

 4. Who was Anne Hutchinson? 

 5. What does Hawthorne achieve by his reference to “the sainted Anne Hutchinson?”  

Chapter II – THE MARKET-PLACE  

1. What is Hawthorne saying about the Puritan women of the New World? 

 2. What does Hawthorne portray as the general opinion of Hester Prynne’s punishment? 

 3. What is the Old Testament punishment for adultery? 

4. What do the townspeople’s comments suggest about this society?  

5. What is Hester’s punishment?  

6. What is surprising about the “A” Hester has sewn for herself? What might this indicate? How does 

Hawthorne emphasize Hester’s looks?  

7. What is accomplished by Hawthorne’s use of “Divine Maternity,” an allusion to Mary and Jesus? 



 8. Considering the common use of physiognomy in pre-twentieth-century literature, what might 

Hawthorne be suggesting by portraying Hester as extremely beautiful?  

9. What does the flashback reveal about Hester’s past? 

Chapter III – THE RECOGNITION 

 1. What purpose does the conversation between the townsman and the stranger at the beginning of 

this chapter serve?  

2. Why was Hester not sentenced to death for her adultery?  

3. Where has the stranger been? What motion does he make to Hester? Who is he?  

4. What is Hawthorne foreshadowing with the stranger’s prediction that the name of the father will 

eventually be disclosed?  

5. Explain the allusion in the townsman’s telling Chillingworth, “that matter remaineth a riddle; and the 

Daniel who shall expound it is yet a-wanting.” 

6. Who is Dimmesdale? What appeal does he use to convince Hester to reveal the baby’s father?  

7. What is ironic about Dimmesdale’s reaction to Hester’s refusal to name the father of her child? 8. 

What significance does the final sentence in the paragraph have?  

Chapter IV – THE INTERVIEW 

 1. Who does the stranger Hester recognized in the crowd that afternoon turn out to be?  

2. Why does Hester fear Chillingworth?  

3. What is Hawthorne suggesting by Chillingworth’s aged, deformed appearance? 

 4. Explain Chillingworth’s attitude toward Hester. How does he characterize his desire to marry her?  

5. What does Chillingworth intend to do and why?  

6. What does Chillingworth ask Hester to promise? Why does she agree? 

 7. What is foreshadowed by Chillingworth and Hester’s exchange at the end of the chapter? 

 Chapter V – HESTER AT HER NEEDLE  

1. From whose perspective are the first few paragraphs of this chapter narrated?  

2. What thematic dichotomy does Hawthorne begin to establish with the location of Hester’s cottage? 

Why does Hester decide to remain in the immediate area, instead of moving to a less-restrictive colony?  



3. How do the townspeople treat Hester, and how does she react? 

 4. How does Hester’s character evolve? 

 5. To what image has Hester been compared to twice?  

6. Hawthorne writes about Hester’s using her unneeded time “in charity, on wretches less miserable 

than herself,…who not unfrequently insulted” her. What literary device has he used, and what is he 

saying?  

7. Where do Hawthorne’s sympathies lie? How do you know?  

VI – PEARL  

1. What, according to the narrator, is ironic about Pearl?  

2. What is the significance of Pearl’s name?  

3. What is significant about Pearl’s temperament?  

4. Explain the ambiguity concerning Pearl’s background.  

5. Hester believes that, while society punishes her for sinning, God has a different reaction. How does 

Hester explain Pearl’s existence?  

Chapter VII – THE GOVERNOR’S HALL 

 1. How sincerely concerned are the townspeople for the souls of Hester and Pearl?  

2. Compare the Governor’s garden with gardens in Old England. What is significant about the 

difference?  

3. How is Pearl dressed, and what is her dress compared to? How does her dress emphasize the theme 

Hawthorne introduced with the description of the Governor’s garden?  

4. Explain the importance of Pearl’s chasing the rude children. 

 5. Once inside Governor Bellingham’s mansion, how are Hester and Pearl described? 

6. Where else have we seen a rose-bush in the novel? What was its significance then? Does it maintain 

the same significance here? 

 Chapter VIII – THE ELF-CHILD AND THE MINISTER  

1. Explain the Puritan attitude toward luxury and how Governor Bellingham and the Reverend John 

Wilson responded to it. 

 2. To what things is Pearl compared? What importance or symbolic meaning does each have? 



 3. How do the magistrates react to Pearl and why; how does Hester behave toward the magistrates and 

why? 

 4. Why does Hester feel that Arthur Dimmesdale should speak on her behalf?  

5. Why would Hawthorne have Pearl perform such an uncharacteristically tender action as putting her 

cheek on Dimmesdale’s hand? 

 6. What does Chillingworth note about Dimmesdale’s defense of Hester?  

7. Describe how Dimmesdale has changed since Hester’s public punishment. 

 8. Describe how Chillingworth has changed over the last few years. 

 9. What would physiognomy suggest about Dimmesdale and Chillingworth? 

 10. Why would Hawthorne want to include Mistress Hibbins as a minor character in this book?  

Chapter IX – THE LEECH  

1. Why does Chillingworth not assert his rights as Hester’s husband? How does Hawthorne express 

Chillingworth’s reasoning?  

2. A difference of opinion arises over the cause of Dimmesdale’s failing health. Compare the 

townspeople’s opinion to Dimmesdale’s.  

3. Why does Dimmesdale reject Chillingworth’s offer of help? What finally persuades him to accept the 

offer?  

4. Explain the dual meaning of the chapter’s title, “The Leech.”  

5. Throughout the chapter, Hawthorne sets up an interesting contrast between the two men. What is 

this contrast, and how is it likely to shape the future of the novel?  

6. Describe Chillingworth’s method for treating illness.  

7. Describe the relationship between Dimmesdale and Chillingworth.  

8. Some people in the community feel that God has sent Chillingworth to heal their minister, but other 

people have a different view. Explain the second view about Chillingworth.  

9. What is suggested by the names Chillingworth and Dimmesdale?  

Chapter X – THE LEECH AND HIS PATIENT 

 1. What is suspicious about Dimmesdale’s position in his debate with Chillingworth about sin?  

2. How do the black flowers initiate a discussion on hidden sins?  



3. How does Dimmesdale’s rationale for not confessing a hidden sin support the doctrine of salvation by 

works rather than salvation by faith?  

4. What metaphors does Hawthorne establish for Chillingworth’s probe? How do they further define 

Chillingworth’s character?  

5. What is odd about Dimmesdale’s asking if Chillingworth knows if he, Dimmesdale, “has profited by 

[Chillingworth’s] kindly care”? 

 6. What is hinted at in the scene in which “all these four persons, old and young, regarded each other”? 

Hester and Pearl are looking up from the “adjacent burial-ground,” the same place that Chillingworth 

found the black flowers growing. Chillingworth and Dimmesdale are looking down at them from the 

open window.  

7. Chillingworth invokes what when asking Dimmesdale if everything “has been fairly laid open and 

recounted…”? 

 8. Explain what Chillingworth mean when he mutters, “A strange sympathy betwixt soul and body! 

Were it only for the art’s sake, I must search this matter to the bottom!”  

9. What does Chillingworth do while Dimmesdale sleeps, and what does his action symbolize? Describe 

Chillingworth’s reaction and what his response reveals about his character.  

10. What do you suppose is the specific secret that Chillingworth discovers?  

Chapter XI – THE INTERIOR OF A HEART  

1. Explain the statement “He [Chillingworth] became, thenceforth, not a spectator only, but a chief 

actor, in the poor minister’s interior world.” 

2. What is ironic about Dimmesdale’s incredible success as a minister?  

3. Why are Dimmesdale’s public assertions of guilt ironic?  

4. Explain the ways that Dimmesdale tortures himself. What would his torment indicate? 

 5. Comparing Dimmesdale’s current struggle with his sin with Hawthorne’s earlier treatment of Hester 

and her sin, what is Hawthorne suggesting about the effects of sin?  

6. What is ironic about Hawthorne’s portrayal of the Puritan society? 

Chapter XII – THE MINISTER’S VIGIL  

1. How is the episode of Dimmesdale’s midnight vigil on the scaffold structurally significant? 

 2. Explain the first sentence of the third paragraph.  



3. What is the significance of Pearl’s request to Dimmesdale? 

 4. Considering the role of Nature in Anti-Transcendental literature, what might the importance of the 

meteor event be?  

5. Although Governor Winthrop is merely mentioned in the book, why would Hawthorne choose this 

night as the night Dimmesdale stands on the scaffold with Hester and Pearl?  

6. Why does Pearl pull away from Dimmesdale?  

7. What effect does Dimmesdale’s vigil have on his career?  

Chapter XIII – ANOTHER VIEW OF HESTER  

1. What is Hester’s position in the community now that a few years have passed? With what themes 

does the beginning of this chapter align? 

 2. Compare the feelings of the general public to those of the community leaders regarding Hester 

Prynne. Explain why the groups view her differently.  

3. What social and philosophical changes is Hawthorne describing in this chapter?  

4. How has Hester changed physically, as well as in other ways?  

5. Compare the initial intent behind the scarlet letter to the actual effect on Hester.  

6. What does Hester resolve to do and why?  

7. What is Hawthorne’s point in comparing Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s reactions to their sin? 

 8. What image is Hawthorne evoking with Chillingworth, old, one shoulder higher than the other, 

digging up roots, carrying a staff, collecting leaves, etc., in the forest?  

Chapter XIV – HESTER AND THE PHYSICIAN  

1. Notice that Chillingworth is called a “leech” in the chapters in which he interacts with Dimmesdale, 

but a “physician” in this interaction with Hester. Considering the definition of “leech,” what do you 

suppose is Hawthorne’s point in using these two designations?  

2. What is Hester’s response to Chillingworth’s telling her that the Council had debated allowing her to 

remove her scarlet letter?  

3. Look again at what you found out about the Anti-Transcendentalists. Why is forgiveness not an 

option? 

 4. How is the doctrine of predestination reflected in this conversation between Hester and 

Chillingworth?  



5. Why does Chillingworth believe he has a double reason for punishing Dimmesdale?  

6. Compare Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth in terms of their responses to the initial sin. 

 7. What pleas of Hester’s arouse sympathy and admiration in Chillingworth?  

8. What does Hester ask of Chillingworth? What is his response?  

9. What element from the beginning of this chapter has repeated itself in the end?  

Chapter XV – HESTER AND PEARL  

1. What is Hester coming to realize is the true sin she has committed? Why would Hawthorne consider 

this worse than her affair with Dimmesdale?  

2. What key sentence does Hawthorne use to show that Hester realizes the severity of her original 

mistake regarding Chillingworth?  

3. How is Pearl described during her time on the beach? How does what Hawthorne says reveal her 

character?  

4. Hester refuses to answer Pearl’s question about the meaning of the “A.” Why does Hester not confide 

in Pearl?  

5. Why does Hawthorne portray Pearl as a wild child?  

6. How have Hester’s conversations with Chillingworth and Pearl changed her attitude toward herself 

and her sin?  

Chapter XVI – A FOREST WALK 

 1. Explain the significance of the sunlight imagery.  

2. When Hester decides to warn Dimmesdale about Chillingworth, why does Hawthorne set the meeting 

in the forest? 

 3. What positive significance does the forest begin to take on? 

 4. What negative significance does the forest begin to assume?  

5. In what way does Hester acknowledge her sin to Pearl? 

Chapter XVII – THE PASTOR AND HIS PARISHIONER  

1. How is Hawthorne advancing his theme of the difference between revealed and secret sin?  

2. Explain the distinction Dimmesdale makes between penance and penitence.  



3. Locate the irony in the paragraph that begins, “No, Hester, no!” What type of irony is it?  

4. What do we learn is the emotional connection between Hester and Dimmesdale? Why is this 

significant to the developing theme of the book? 

 5. Do you believe Hester is to blame for Dimmesdale’s suffering during the past seven years? Why or 

why not?  

6. What theme about the nature of sin finally begins to emerge in Hester and Dimmesdale’s 

conversation? 

 7. Does Hawthorne believe a “polluted soul” can do good for others?  

8. This chapter ends on an optimistic note. What is the source of the optimism?  

Chapter XVIII – A FLOOD OF SUNSHINE  

1. What contrast does the narrator point out between Hester and Dimmesdale’s ability to leave town?  

2. Why does Dimmesdale decide to flee with Hester?  

3. What is significant about the title of this chapter?  

4. How does Hawthorne reinforce his idea that nature is sympathetic with the union of Hester and 

Dimmesdale?  

5. Why would children dislike Dimmesdale?  

Chapter XIX – THE CHILD AT THE BROOK-SIDE  

1. Beyond Hester’s explanation, why will Pearl not come to Hester without the scarlet letter?  

2. What is implied about the fact that Pearl will not bring her mother the scarlet letter, but makes Hester 

pick it up herself?  

3. Why will Pearl not show any affection to Dimmesdale? Why does she want him to walk with them 

hand-in-hand in the marketplace?  

4. This chapter begins on the same optimistic sentiment that ends the previous one. On what kind of 

note does the chapter end? Why?  

Chapter XX – THE MINISTER IN A MAZE  

1. What would account for Dimmesdale’s sudden change?  

2. In terms of Hawthorne’s theme contrasting hidden sin versus revealed sin, how can you explain 

Dimmesdale’s change in this chapter?  



3. Why is the chapter called “The Minister in a Maze”?  

4. After the meeting with Mistress Hibbins, how has Dimmesdale changed again?  

5. How does Hawthorne describe the written sermon?  

Chapter XXI – THE NEW ENGLAND HOLIDAY  

1. How is Pearl contrasted with Hester in the beginning pages of this chapter?  

2. Compare these first-generation New Englanders with their recent English ancestors and with their 

future New England descendants.  

3. What distressing news does Hester receive from the ship captain?  

4. Besides providing additional information, what purpose does this chapter serve?  

Chapter XXII – THE PROCESSION  

1. What purpose might Hawthorne have for the lengthy description of the march of people through the 

town?  

2. What is the source of Dimmesdale’s apparent new strength?  

3. What function does Mistress Hibbins play in this scene? What is she saying about the people of Salem 

Village? 

 4. What does Pearl want from Dimmesdale?  

5. Explain the remarks “The sainted minister in the church! The woman of the scarlet letter in the 

market-place!”  

6. What clues has Hawthorne offered his reader to prepare him or her for the revelation of the scarlet 

letter, the title of the next chapter?  

Chapter XXIII – THE REVELATION OF THE SCARLET LETTER  

1. Why does Dimmesdale stand “on the very proudest eminence of superiority” before the crowd?  

2. What does Chillingworth mean when he says, “There was no one place…where thou couldst have 

escaped me,—save on this very scaffold!”  

3. In what way is Dimmesdale’s sin worse than Hester’s? Of Hester, Chillingworth, and Dimmesdale, 

whose sin is the worst? Why?  

4. What accounts for the change in Pearl?  



5. Many critics believe the novel is structured around the three scaffold scenes: those in Chapters II and 

XII, and this one. Explain how each fits into the typical plot scheme of conflict, rising action, climax, 

falling action, and conclusion. 

 Chapter XXIV – CONCLUSION  

1. What theories are given about the scarlet letter imprinted in the minister’s flesh?  

2. Why does Hawthorne allow for multiple interpretations of whether there even was “any mark 

whatever” on Dimmesdale’s chest. Why does he also leave the origin of Dimmesdale’s mark 

ambiguous?  

3. What happens to Chillingworth? What does he give Pearl?  

4. What becomes of Pearl?  

5. Why do you suppose Hester returns to Boston? What might be Hawthorne’s point about sin, 

repentance, and redemption? 


