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The Synopsis of

“*The Scarlet Letter” by Nathaniel Hawthorne
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The prison—door is the setting of the scene in fhe
severteenth—century Boston, where & thromng of drably
dressed Furitans stand before the weather bzsaten wooden
prison. There lies an unsightly plot of weeds, and beside
it grows s wild rose—-bush.

The crowd are waiting to witness the public ounish—
ment of Hester Frynne and her gin. Hester emerges from the
prison, wearing an elaborately embrolidered scarlet letter
# {standing for "adultery") on her breast, and carrving a
three—-month old infant in her arms. Standing alons on that
scattold, Hester sess on the outskirs of the crowd a
small, rather deformed man in the company of an  Imndian.
Hester, =sent ahead Trom BEurope by her husband who was to

Tellow  her, has besn in Boszton for two vesrs without anvy

word  from that lesrned gentleman. Because of the circum-
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tances, she i1is not being executed for her zin of adultery
with the unidentitied father of the baby.she holds, but
will bz forced to stand on the scaffold for three  hours,

arnd to wear the symbolic letter & for the rest of her
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lite. the stranger among the crowd 1s her tusband . whie

remsrks  that the partrner of her iniguity shouwld stand  on
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catiold by her zide. But ths strangsr vows that
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wWiild be kEnown.

Reverend Mr. John Wilson, Boston’' s oldest  and  most
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famous minister, Governor Bellingham and sever
dignitaries it observing her punishment. Hester’' = pastor,

the vourng Heverend Fr. Arthur Dimmesdale is to plead with
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Hester that she reveal her partner in crime. Hester stead-
fasztlv refuses to name the father of her child.
Back i the prison cell, Hester 1is in an  alarming

tate of nervous frenzv, and her child is writhing in
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convulsions of pain. The Jjsiler brings to the cell a
"phveician”, announced as Foger Ehillingworth who is  her
husband. The two =it and talk intimately and sympatheti-
cally, each of them accepltino a meassure of blame for the

ituation which has developed. He., the injursd husband,
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sgks no revengs against Hester. But he is determined o

dizcover the man who has violated his marriage. #Although

he bears no letter of infamy wronght into his garment, as

1
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Hester doss, but Chillingworth will resd it on his heart.
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Chillingwaortih themn makss a reasonable request - that,
1¥ Hester iz geing to conceal the ldentity of her lover,
she als keeps her busband s identity a secret. Hester

takes an  oath to keep his secret, thowoh she expressss
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fzar that it may prove the ruin of her s
ominousiy replies not her soul, but her lover s.
Hester's  term of impriscnment is ended. She is  free

and chooses to move into a small thatched cottage on the

outskirtz of Boston. She supports herseld and  her child

throualh  her skill as ;& seamstress. Bhe i1is & complste
social utcazt. the target of vicious abuse by the
"respectabbis”  women and the thoughtless children of the

community. All their abuse she takes patiently.

Hester's daughter, whom she has named ‘YFearl' as
"being of great price,” grows during her first thres vyears
agf life into a phveically beautiful, vigorous, and grace-~
ful 1little girl. The mother and daughter a&are almost
constant companions, edcluded from the circle of "rezpect-
able" society. Her only companion in play is her imagina-—
tion: nmever creates friends, but alwavs enemies - Furitans

whom she pretends to destroy.

H

Hezster has heard that certain influential citizens,
feeling that it would be better for both the wmother and
the child, plan tc take Fearl away from her. Alarmed, she
ts out with Pearl for Governor Bellingham’ s mansion, o
deliver some aloves he has ordered and, more important. o
plead for the right to keep her daughter.

The group of men approaching include Governor Bel-

lingham, the FReverend Jobn Wilson, the Rsverend arthur



Gimmesdale, and Roger Chillingworth, who singce the storv ' s

CEEnN LA has been living in Boston as Dimmesdale’ s friend
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antd phvsiclan, challenges Hester' s filitness Lo rail
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child in & Christian way to tesi Fearl s knowledge of the

atechi
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m. Fzarl delibsrately pretends ignorance; so  thay
areg ready fc take Fearl out of Hester' s hands immedistely.
Hester protests, she appeals to Dimmnesdale to speak up for
her. Hester should be allowed to keep Fearl, and Chilling-
worth raizses the guestion, to analyze that child’'s nature,

and from its make and mould, to give a shrewd guess at the

father.
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Chillingworth has been well received by the towns-—
people, not only bescause they can well use his services as
a physician, but also because of his special interest  in
their ailing clergyman. Arthur Dimmesdale. In the intimacy
of their companionship,. gradually some of the townspeople,
without anv real svidence except the growing appearance of
gvil in hls face, develop suspicions of Chillingworth.
Aumcrs about his past and suggestions that he practices
"the black art”,

Chilingworth has become Tiercely obzessed by his
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2arch into Dimmesdale s heart: the guestion of why a man
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shouwld be willing to carry secret sins to his grave rather
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than contessing them during his lifTetime. Because of the

"constitution of  their mature” or becauss if  they are
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revealed fto  the world as sinful they cean o lehger  do
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tod s work on earth. Chillimgworth argues whethesr a Talse
zshow can be better — camn be mors for Bod s glorv., or man’ s
wzlfare - tham God’'s cwn truth. He iz sure that such aen
decsive themzslves.

Just then Hester and Fearl are sesn through the open

13}

window. as Dimmesdale and Chillingworth discuss her abnor-
mal natwrs, Fearl hears their voices. Looking up at  the
window, she calls to her mother to come away, or that old
Black Man will catch hesr. He has oot hold of the minister

that his is & sicknesse of

in

already. Dimmesdale Tinally sav

the soul. and,. passionately crving that he will not revesal

ie secrst to "an esarthly physician'", such as Chilling-

m

worth. He commits himself to the one Fhysicianm of the
soul, and rejects that Chillingworth meddles 1in this
matter. One noon, not long atterward, Chillingworth finds
Dimmesdale asleep in & chair. Pulling aside the minister’'s
vestment, he starss st Dimmesdale’ s chest. What he sees
there causes him to turn away with a wild loock of wonder,
gy . and harror,

fNow inm full possession of Dimmesdale’ s gecret, Chill-
imgworth  bBegins his unrelesnting torture of the ministesr,
sutrtly tormenting him by comments desioned to triggsr his
taesr and agonv. lronically, as the minister s suffering

becomes  moreg painful and his body weasker, his popuwlarity
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amziig the congregation grows stronger. They adors him as

miracis of holinpess."” Such mistaken adoration Turther

and brinmgs him often to the point of
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torture

: onie ache necsssary to

il

pubblic convession. In capsblie of th
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lvation, Dimmesdale substitutes selif-punishment, by
ctten beating himz=slf with & bloody scouwrge (while laugh—
ing hitterlvy)., and by keeping frequent asll-night wvigils
during which his mind is olagued by frightening wvisions.
O one  such night, seeking peace. Dimmesdale dresses
carefully in his clisricsl vestments and walks from the
houze. Dimmesdale walks to the weather stained scaffold on
which seven vears bhefors Hester had stood, he is overcoms
by & sglf-abhorrence which leads him to shrisk  aloud.

LDimmesdale denies having heard of it.

X

ester 1s shocked at the change zhe has seen in

Dimmesdale. While his intellect remains stromng, his nerve

and moral force ssem to have beesn completely destroyved.

gut the =zeven vears sincg Pearl s birth  nave brougnt

chanmges  to HMester also, and have won  her much  respect

among those town le who cnce condemned her. Hester has
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changed in her person, as
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recent swareness of Dimmesdale”
found & new object for her emotftional energies. She cees
that he iz on the verge of lunacy,., and she fesls that her

-

promise to keep Chillingworth’'s szoret iz largely raspon-—-
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he determines to ta3lk with her former husbha
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ible.

the Tirst cpportumiiv.

t

s she talks with Ehillimoworth, Hester is shocked
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il in fiim owver thae past seven

change which has ocou
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Ve . His fierce, dark face and ths occoasional red glare
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in nhis eves testify to the evil purpose which has  besn
dominating hiz life. He has been transformed into a devil.
Zhe telles him how she regrets having promised to keep his
idemtity secret, thus snablimg him to get his clutches on
Dimmesdale, Hester suggests that Dimmesdals would have
been better off dead. Chillimngworth admits, with & kind of
figerce pride, to his inhuwnan tortune of  the oinister.

Chillipgworth a wmortsal msn, with ence human  heart, has
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pecome & Tiend for his especial torment. Hestsr cries that
zhe is a&as guiliy as Dimmesdale. She pleads for mercy,
asking to be Treed from her promise concernicg  the
vhysician’'s iddentity. Chillingworth sayvz that it has =11

been & dark nesceszsity. Hester is not reslily sinful, nor is

ha fiend - like. It is Tate which hazs created the tragic

)

situation. And as Ffor telling Dimmesdales his ecrat,

Chillingworth savs that Hester may do as she wishes,.

Hezter admits whether it bz =zin or not she hates the @an.

Zhe fegels that in marrving her he committed a worse sin
e

than any she has committed sgainst him.

Hegster, anxilous to tell Dimmesdales 'the true  identity



ot Chillimgworth, mests Dimmesdals  through  the woods.
vimmesdale. lococking hagogard and fesble. and . with the =id
of & staff, movimg listlesslv as though he\ﬁa; no puUrpose
or desire to live. He holdse his hand over his heart.
Firnally Dimmesdale asks Hester, whethesr shs  has
peace. to which she answers nothing buth  deszopair. He
explains the wmissry of his ironic position. & minister
idolized by nils flock but carrving a dark sin concealed in
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1l heEart.  When Hester gently sugoe
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repentance arnd nls good works have atoned for his 2ing he
rejects her comfort. adding that Hester is happy. that she
waars the scarliet letter openly upon her boszom, his  buwrns
in secret. She reveals that Dimmesdale has lomg had  such
i ehemy, and duwslles with him, under the same roof. She
begs for Dimmesdale’'s forgiveness as she tells him  that
Chillingworth was her husband. Dimmesdale declares that

greater than sithsr Hester' s or his

Chillingworth’
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oW, what they did had a consercration of its own.

He appesals to Hesfsr to think For him and bs  his
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strength. She urges him to leave Bostom and st

lite elsswbsre, to do anvthing than te lie down and  die.
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not go alone.
For Hester, s woman of independent mind and strong
CREE1IOMS, who has never been a Puritan and who for  seven

va2ars has not even bzen a membesr of =ociety, the decision



to  lzave Boston is not a difficult one. But  for Dimmes-
dais, a minister whose entire life (except for hls one

zinful  act of uncontrolled passion) has been govsrned by

fil

the rFuritan code, 1t is a different matter. Hester, also
fesling exhilarated by her deciszion, removes and  throws

arnds on the near pank oT

pa—

away  her scarlet letter, which
the brook.

In the sxcitement of their mew relationship,. Hestar
remneabasrs that Dimmesdale hardly knows  their dauwghter.
Hearing her mother’ = call, she leaves hegr play and  comes
slowly toward the tws adults. As Hester s reguesis turn to
commands, F=arl, =till pointing toward her mother’ = bosom,
bursts into & passionate, shirieking fit of rage. Hester
retrieves the letter, pins it on hsr bosom, and tucks her
Rair under her cap. Fearl resists, asking. if Dimoesdale
will them, go hack hand in band. the thres tocgsther, into
the town. Her mother answers that he won € now, but  that
in ths furture they will live togesther a&snd love each
aother. Hester and Dimmesdale make final planms  for their
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ape from Boston.

Dimmesdale, is reviewing their plans to ssc

pe  to

Zurope, Hester is secretly to book passage Tor two adulis

and & child, on a Bristgl-bound cruissr due to leave

1

immesdale is
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ston  fouwr davs later, the day after

schedulsd to preach the important Election Sermon. Excited
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decision. the minister hrries alonmg  the {forest
patn, showing none of his recent feebleness. A5 he comes
into  town sveryihing especially his own church.  appears

zamehow changed and wnfamiliar. The change, 15  shown by
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hiz  behavior towsrd the pzople he meets. Dimmesdal

'

vepecting that the physician

W

declines the medicine and.
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may know of hig interview with Hester.
Orn the Election Day. one of the most important  Puri-
tarn holidays. Hester and Fearl start for  the corowdesd

market place. Chnillingworth arrives. accompanied by the
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picturesguse commandesr of the Bri explains

that Chillingworth, describing himself as a friend of both
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Hezter and the gentleman zhe spoke of. has bocksd passage
with them.

Before Hestsr ¢an recover from the shock of the ship
captain’'s disclosure, the Election Day processicn besogins.
Haster = spirits sink as Fearl relavs thes captain’ s words.
She is depressed both by the nesws and by  the ogrowing
circle of people - Indians, sailors. and townspeople - wha
swrround  her, staring rudely and inguisitively at  this

vomarn with her scarlet mark of z=hams.

ift

At the end of Dimmesdale & gsrmon, it 1z the most
brilliant amd triumphant moment in Dimmesdale’ s life. The
teelings of the crowd are expressed in a spontanecus shout

of trioute., they comment that never, on Mzw England soil,



tond the msn 5o honored by his mortal  brethren,
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the preacher. But the shout dies to a murmur as the people
zepe Dimnmesdale tottering fesbly and nesrvousiy slong in the
procession, his Tace a deathly hue.

fis Dimmezdxle turns bo the scatffold and calls Hester

and Feari to his side. Chillingworth appears and attempts

te stop him. Cimmesdale, howsver, scorns Chillingworth and

caffold. He tsarzs  the

et
X
il
i

criss to Hester to heldp him o £
ministerial Earnd Trom his breast and for a momsnt  stands

filiuwshad with triumph befors the horrified crowd. Thern he

sinks down upon the scaffold.

]

fz Hester l1ifts his head and cradless it against  her

o

bosom, Chillingworth krneels and in & tone of defeat lkeeps
repeating "Thou hast escaped me!" Dimnesdale asks God s
fargivensss fTor Chillingworth’' s sin. He {fhen tuwrns  to
Fearl and, smiling sweetly, asks for a kisz. Fearl Lkisses
iz lips. then weeps. Dimmesdale. obviously dyimg. tells
Hester farewsil. His dving words are “"Fraised be his nams'

Hiz will be done! Fareswell!®



