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The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne

Overview

The Scarlet Letter is generally considered one of the finest and most important American novels ever written.  The novel was first published in 1850, during the height of the Romantic Period in American Literature.  

The setting of the novel is Boston, Massachusetts, in the early 1700’s – during the stern Puritan Era.

The main characters are as follows:

· Hester Prynne, an accused woman

· Pearl, her daughter

· Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, the local minister

· Roger Chillingworth, a doctor

When the novel opens, Hester Prynne is nearing the end of her punishment in the Boston jail.  The novel commences on the day that she is to stand on the scaffold in the town square to bear her criminal sins to the public.

Things to Notice:
· Irony in human behavior

· Mystery and suspense

· Biblical allusions

· Other literary techniques

· Flashback

· Dream sequence

· Foreshadowing

· Symbolism

· Colors, roses, jails (or places of confinement)

· Juxtaposition

· Sin vs. purity, light vs. dark, beauty vs. ugliness, sinful vs. sin-free, Puritans vs. Hester, old vs. new
· Personal identity vs. societal identity

· Which has value?  And for whom?

· Social commentary

· Puritan life

· Hawthorne’s point of view

· Setting
· Day vs. night, city vs. forest, public vs. private
· Children vs. adults

· Pearl vs. all adults

Chapter One

1. What is the setting for this chapter?

2. How is this building described?

3. How are the men in the crowd described?

4. What grows outside this building?  Why is this ironic?  What might it symbolize?

Chapter Two

1. What is the setting for this chapter?
2. What important fact about the Puritans is made at the bottom of page 3 and the top of page 4?
3. How are the women described?  How do these women feel about Hester Prynne?
4. How is Hester Prynne different from the women in the crowd?
5. What does Hester wear?  What does she carry?
6. What is the scaffold?
7. To whom is Hester Prynne compared on the bottom of page 9?
8. What does Hester think about while standing on the scaffold?
9. Whom does Hester see in the crowd near the end of the chapter?
Chapter Three

1. How is the mysterious man in the crowd described?  What gesture does he make to Hester Prynne?  What does he reveal about his past and his subsequent arrival in Boston?

2. What do we learn about Hester’s punishment on p. 16?

3. What do the clergymen attempt to learn from Hester?

4. How is Reverend Dimmesdale described?

5. How do Hester and her baby react to Reverend Dimmesdale’s questioning?

Chapter Four

1. How does Hester feel once she returns to the jail?

2. Who visits her in jail?

3. What is the basis for Chillingworth’s knowledge of medicine?

4. What do we learn about Hester’s past relationship with Chillingworth?

5. What pact does Hester enter into with Chillingworth?

Chapter Five

1. Let’s learn to more readily identify examples of juxtaposition.  How is juxtaposition used in the 2nd sentence of Chapter 5?

2. Why is it that Hester has chosen to stay in Boston?  Several reasons are given on pp. 73-74.

3. What is a “dwelling”?  Describe Hester’s “dwelling.”

4. What does Hester do to make money?  What are some of the things she creates?  For whom?  What is she never allowed to create?  Why?

5. Describe Hester’s manner of dressing.

6. How is Hester treated amongst the townspeople?

Chapter Six

1. What is the baby’s name?  How is she described at the opening of the chapter?

2. Why did Hester give the child her name?

3. Describe the juxtaposition between the child’s looks and the child’s behavior.

4. How are the other Puritan children described?

5. What kinds of things does Hester’s child play with?  What are some of her favorite childhood pastimes?

6. According to p. 88, what about her mother fascinates the child?

7. What does the child demand of her mother at the end of the chapter?

Chapter Seven

1. Where does Hester travel to at the beginning of the chapter?  Why?  (There are two reasons.)

2. To what is Pearl compared on p. 93?

3. How are Hester and Pearl treated as they walk through the town?  How does Pearl respond to this treatment?

4. What does Pearl observe about her mother and the letter on p. 97?

5. What does Pearl cry for at the end of the chapter?

Chapter Eight

Draw a picture that illustrates your scene AND answers the questions.

1. Using page 60 – Who are the FOUR MEN present at the governor’s mansion?  What is the relationship between Reverend Dimmesdale and old Roger Chillingworth?

2. Using the bottom of page 60 and the top of page 61 – What does Mr. Wilson ask the child?  How does the child respond?

3. Using the 2nd half of page 61and the top of page 62 – Why are the men questioning Hester?  What is Hester’s response?
4. Using the bottom of page 62 and the top of page 63 – What does Mr. Wilson ask Pearl?  How does Pearl respond?

5. Using the bottom of page 63 and the first half of page 64 – How does the Governor react to Pearl?  How does Hester react to the Governor?

6. Using the bottom of page 64 and the bottom of page 65 – Who steps forward to help Hester and Pearl?  What does he say?

7. Using the bottom half of page 66 and the top of page 67 – How do Pearl and Dimmesdale interact?  How do the other men react?

8. Using the bottom half of page 67 and the top of page 68 – Who stops Hester and Pearl as they are leaving the mansion?  What does this person want Hester to do? 

Guided Reading --  Chapter 9
1. (pp. 69-70 + general knowledge + dictionary) Who is “the leech”?  Name two reasons that he might be called “the leech.”

2. (pp. 70-71) Let’s review:  what are the details of Chillingworth’s training as a doctor?

3. (p. 71) So…Reverend Dimmesdale isn’t feeling so well.  What are some specific details of his illness?

4. (p. 72, 74-76) How is it that Dimmesdale and Chillingworth began hanging out with each other?  What do they do when they spend time together?

5. (pp. 76-77) What is the living arrangement of Dimmesdale and Chillingworth?

6. (pp. 78-79) What rumors are about the town concerning Dimmesdale and Chillingworth?

Guided Reading – Chapter 10

1.  (general knowledge) Let’s answer this question again:  Who is THE LEECH?  And who is THE PATIENT?

2. (p. 83) Chillingworth finds some black weeds.  What’s up with that?

3. (p. 84 + throughout the chapter and novel) What gesture does Dimmesdale make repeatedly?

4. (pp. 85-86) What has Pearl affixed to Hester’s letter while the two are visiting the burial ground?  What does she fling at Reverend Dimmesdale?  What does she say about Chillingworth?

5. What do Dimmesdale and Chillingworth discuss on pages 87-88?

6. (pp. 89-90) So…Chillingworth walks in and finds Dimmesdale sleeping.  What happens next?

Chapter Eleven

1. The first paragraph of the chapter says that old Roger Chillingworth was filled with “malice, hitherto latent, but active now.”  What does this mean?  

2. The third paragraph of the chapter mentions that Dimmesdale began to find Chillingworth’s appearance “odious.”  What does that mean?

3. Despite his failing health, Reverend Dimmesdale has “achieved a brilliant popularity in his sacred office.”  Review the 2nd half of the long paragraph on page 94 and comment on how the churchgoers feel about their minister.

4. On page 95, we learn that Reverend Dimmesdale longs to “speak out, from his own pulpit, at the full height of his voice.”  What does he want to say?

5. On pages 96-97, we learn that Reverend Dimmesdale is apparently punishing himself.  He punishes himself in two ways – one physical and one mental.  What does he often think of in these moments of self-torture?

Chapter Twelve

1. In the opening paragraph of the chapter, the narrator states that Dimmesdale is “under the influence of a species of somnambulism.”  What the heck is “somnambulism”?

2. In the 2nd paragraph of the chapter, Hawthorne uses the word “catarrh.”  I want you to look it up and find out what it means because I think it’s a cool word to know.  Enjoy.

3. Look at the paragraph in the middle of page 100.  (It starts with “And thus, …”)  Carefully study the first sentence.  Interpret.

4. So…Dimmesdale is on the scaffold and he screams out.  What does he scream?  Who apparently hears him?  (pp. 100-101)

5. As Dimmesdale is standing on the scaffold, several people walk by.  Who?  Why?  (pp. 102-104)

6. What has happened near the bottom of page 104 that inspires the narrator to say “The three formed an electric chain”?

7. What does Pearl ask Dimmesdale?  How does he respond?  How does Pearl respond to his response? (pp. 104-105)

8. Please enjoy the last 7 lines of the paragraph that ends on the top of page 106.  Wow!  Read it again.

9. What happens in the night sky on page 107?  How is this interpreted by the townspeople?  (You won’t find out this part of the answer until the end of the chapter.)

10. Pearl makes Dimmesdale feel bad on page 108.  What does she say to him?

11. What does page 109 reveal about Dimmesdale’s sermon on the next day?

12. What does the sexton bring to the minister?  Where was it found?  What is a “sexton”?

Chapter 13

1. How old is Pearl now?

2. How has the public’s attitude toward Hester changed?

3. What does the letter “A” now mean?

4. How does Hester react when encountering others in the street?

5. What does a townsperson say about Hester on p. 114?

6. Two other myths or rumors about the letter are made on pages 114-115.  What are they?

7. Did you notice the juxtaposition concerning Hester’s hair on page 115?  Comment on it.

8. There is even more juxtaposition dealing with Hester and Chillingworth near the end of the chapter.  Comment on it as well.

Chapter 14

1. What is the setting for Chapter 14?

2. Whom does Hester meet at the beginning of the chapter?

3. What does Hester say about her wearing of the scarlet letter?

4. What do Hester and Chillingworth discuss?

Chapter 15

1. What’s up with Chillingworth and sunlight and shadow at the beginning of the chapter? (p. 129)
2. What does Hester declare about Chillingworth? (p. 130)
3. What has Pearl been doing while her mother was talking to old Roger Chillingworth?  (You could list 8 things – pp. 131-132).
4. Hester and Pearl have an interesting conversation on page 132.  Discuss it.

5. What does the narrator tell us about Pearl’s emerging personality on pages 133-134?

6. Pearl seems to revert to her younger years near the end of the chapter and she and Hester have a curious question and answer session.  What does Pearl ask?  How does Hester respond?  (pp. 134-135)
Chapter 16

1. What is the setting for Chapter 16? (p. 137)
2. There is more juxtaposition here with sunlight and shadow and Hester and Pearl.  What’s going on? (pp. 138-139)
3. What kind of story does Pearl want to hear?  What does Pearl tell her mother about Mistress Hibbins? (pp. 139-140)
4. What comparison is drawn between little Pearl and the babbling brook? (p. 141)
5. Who arrives near the end of the chapter?  What does Pearl immediately notice about him?  (pp. 141-142)
You will be reading Chapters 17-20 independently.  Please be prepared to take a quiz on Friday.

Study Questions:  Chapter 17
1. The chapter is titled “The Pastor and the Parishioner.”  What is a “parishioner” and who is the “parishioner” in the novel?  (Use general knowledge or a dictionary if necessary.)
2. Select three words from the 4th paragraph of the chapter (“Gathering himself…”) and explain why they create a mysterious tone.

3. Read carefully the big paragraph that starts on the bottom of page 145 (“It was no wonder…”).  How does the narrator describe the reunion between Hester and Dimmesdale?  (Use specific words from the paragraph.)  What physical contact do they make at the end of the paragraph?

4. On the bottom of page 146 and the top of page 147, Hester and Dimmesdale discuss finding “peace”?  Have the characters “found peace”?  Be specific.

5. In the middle of page 147 Dimmesdale discusses his work as a minister.  What does he say about his ability to do his job?

6. In the paragraph that begins on the bottom of page 147 (“’No, Hester, no!’”), Dimmesdale discusses public sin and secret sin.  What does he say?

7. It takes her almost a whole page, but what does Hester finally confess to Dimmesdale on page 149?

8. How does Dimmesdale respond to Hester’s confession? (pp. 151-152)

9. On pages 152 and 153, Hester and Dimmesdale begin making plans for a future together.  Name two suggestions that Hester makes to Dimmesdale.

10. How does Dimmesdale respond to Hester’s suggestions?  (pp. 153-154)

Chapter 18

1. In the second paragraph, the narrator tells us about Hester’s past.  In the third, the narrator speaks of Dimmesdale’s status.  What do we learn about each?  (pp. 155-156)
2. What does Dimmesdale finally agree to on page 157?

3. Oh, my!  Hester starts taking things off on pages 157-158.  What does she remove?  Describe the transformation that occurs.

4. The scene shifts to little Pearl playing with the animals.  Which animals does she play with?  Then, Pearl decorates herself again.  What does she use?  (pp. 159-160)
Chapter 19

1. Which parent does Pearl most resemble?  (p. 161)
2. Explain the paragraph in the middle of pages 161-162 – all about Pearl’s existence.

3. Why does Dimmesdale fear officially meeting Pearl? (p. 162)
4. What’s up with that brook?  (pp. 163-165)

5. Why doesn’t Pearl return immediately to her mother?  What is her reaction to the scene before her?  How does Hester respond?  Finally, what does Pearl ultimately do?  (pp. 164-166)
6. Describe the interaction between Pearl and Dimmesdale at the end of the chapter. (pp. 166-167)
Chapter 20

1. The second paragraph of this chapter explains Hester’s and Dimmesdale’s plans for leaving town.  What are they?  (pp. 169-170)
2. Why don’t Hester and Dimmesdale leave town immediately?  (p. 170)
3. Describe the three encounters with his parishioners that Dimmesdale experiences on his walk home.  (pp. 172-174)
4. What does Dimmesdale imagine teaching to the Puritan children?  (p. 174)
5. Describe the encounter that Dimmesdale has with Mistress Hibbins.  (pp. 175-176)
6. Describe the encounter between Dimmesdale and Chillingworth that occurs at the end of the chapter.  (pp. 178-179)
The Scarlet Letter – Study Questions – Chapters 21-24

For Chapters 21-24 you will be working with a small group on ONE chapter.  Each group will present their information to the entire class.  Each group must complete the following tasks:
a. Provide answers for the questions below.

b. Draw a picture that depicts a scene from the chapter.

c. Find an example of juxtaposition (give example and page number).

d. Find two new vocabulary words.  Look up the definitions.  Draw a picture to represent each.

e. Find one element of Romanticism.  Give example and page number.

Chapter 21

1. What is the “New England Holiday”?

2. Describe the juxtaposition between the way in which Hester is dressed and the way in which Pearl is dressed during the celebrations.

3. How does Pearl characterize Dimmesdale on page 184?

4. Who all is part of “the picture of human life in the market-place” on the holiday?

5. What does the ship’s captain reveal to Hester at the end of the chapter?
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Chapter 22

1. What is revealed about Dimmesdale’s appearance on pages 193-194?

2. What does Mistress Hibbins say to Hester in the market-place?

3. How is Dimmesdale’s voice described on pages 197-198?

4. What has Pearl been up to in the market-place during Dimmesdale’s sermon?

5. What is the nature of the conversation between Pearl and the sailor?  (pp. 199-200)
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Chapter 23

1. How is Dimmesdale’s sermon described? (pp. 203-204)

2. How is Dimmesdale’s appearance described?  (p. 206)

3. What does Dimmesdale request of Hester and Pearl on page 207?  How does this request seem to transform little Pearl?

4. Describe the encounter between Dimmesdale and Chillingworth on pages 207-208.

5. Carefully summarize the events of the last three pages of the chapter (209-211).
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Chapter 24

1. Did Dimmesdale have his own scarlet letter?  Suggest four different theories.

2. What happens to Chillingworth following Dimmesdale’s death?

3. What do we learn of Pearl’s future?

4. What do we learn of Hester’s future?

5. What is on Hester’s tombstone?  (NOTE:  Not pepperoni.)  What does this mean?

Chapter 21

1. What is the “New England Holiday”?

The election of the new governor and the day he takes office.
2. Describe the juxtaposition between the way in which Hester is dressed and the way in which Pearl is dressed during the celebrations.

Hester’s clothes --  gloomy and gray

Pearl’s clothes – gorgeous and delicate

3. How does Pearl characterize Dimmesdale on page 184?

“Sad, strange man with his hand over his heart”
4. Who all is part of “the picture of human life in the market-place” on the holiday?

Immigrants, Indians, sailors

5. What does the ship’s captain reveal to Hester at the end of the chapter?

Hester and Dimmesdale are planning to leave Boston on a ship.
Chillingworth is going to be the ship’s doctor.

Chapter 22

1. What is revealed about Dimmesdale’s appearance on pages 193-194?

Spiritually strong again, no longer holding his hand over his heart

2. What does Mistress Hibbins say to Hester in the market-place?

Pearl = heir of the devil
Dimmesdale might look holy, but she’s seen him in the forest

3. How is Dimmesdale’s voice described on pages 197-198?

Passionate and emotional
4. What has Pearl been up to in the market-place during Dimmesdale’s sermon?

Running around, playing, making people laugh
5. What is the nature of the conversation between Pearl and the sailor?  (pp. 199-200)

Chillingworth will allow Dimmesdale to come on the trip.
Chapter 23

1. How is Dimmesdale’s sermon described? (pp. 203-204)

Inspirational, high, and holy
The best speech of his life

2. How is Dimmesdale’s appearance described?  (p. 206)

Feeble (weak) and pale, death-like
3. What does Dimmesdale request of Hester and Pearl on page 207?  How does this request seem to transform little Pearl?

-Join him on the scaffold
-goes to Dimmesdale and hugs him

4. Describe the encounter between Dimmesdale and Chillingworth on pages 207-208.

Chillingworth tells Dimmesdale not to embarrass himself by confessing.
Dimmesdale confesses anyway!

5. Carefully summarize the events of the last three pages of the chapter (209-211).

1. Dimmesdale confesses.
2. Rips open his shirt.

3. He dies.

Chapter 24

1. Did Dimmesdale have his own scarlet letter?  Suggest four different theories.

Yes or maybe.
1. Dimmesdale tortures himself.

2. Chillingworth put the A on him with a potion.

3. His guilty conscience made it appear.

4. There was nothing on his chest.

2. What happens to Chillingworth following Dimmesdale’s death?

He loses strength.
He loses his mind.

He dies.

He leaves all his money & property to Pearl.

3. What do we learn of Pearl’s future?

She becomes the richest heiress of her day.
Leaves Boston and lives in England.

Gets married.

Has a happy life.

4. What do we learn of Hester’s future?

She disappears for awhile.
Returns to her cottage.

Always wears the letter.

Reunites with Pearl.

Dies.

5. What is on Hester’s tombstone?  (NOTE:  Not pepperoni.)  What does this mean?

“On a field, sable, the letter A gules.”
Translation = “On a black field, the letter A stands out in red.”

