Dear You, 

As you read each chapter, answer the following questions, in complete and thoughtful responses, on a separate sheet of paper.  
These questions are designed to help you, as the reader, journey through The Scarlet Letter.  Some questions are basic reading comprehension questions to guide you through the novel.  Other questions are higher order questions and will require that you make connections to literary devices we are learning, discussions and lectures in class, and in some cases, to lectures and discussions you have attended in other classes (i.e. World History 3-4).  These questions will be used to facilitate discussions in class and as possible questions on any quizzes and exams that arise throughout the unit.  

You will be responsible for all questions in this study guide.  The questions are considered part of the reading assignment and will be due when the chapter is assigned.  Do not procrastinate or delay in answering these questions.  Partial or incomplete answers will not receive credit when the assignment is due.  

I truly hope you enjoy The Scarlet Letter. 
Chapter 1- Symbolism within Scarlet Letter


Assigned: ___________________
1.  No matter how perfect its founders want it to be, what are two practical things all new colonies must provide space for?

2. Based upon the previous answer in #1, the first serves as a symbol that all humans must…

3. The second symbolizes that all human societies have…

4. Where is the early settlement that Hawthorne is writing of?

5. List three words Hawthorne uses to describe the appearance of the prison.

6. Since weeds such as burdock, pigweed, and apple-peru find a “congenial” atmosphere near the prison, Hawthorne implies that the prison is a type of __________________ in society and symbolizes this by comparing it to a _________________________.

7. Besides the door of the prison grows a wild rose-bush.  Does Hawthorne intend “wild” to mean savage and hard to tame or growing naturally, without having been planted there?  Explain your reasoning.

8. What two possible symbols does the rose have for the reader?
9. Name to factors that show personification of nature.

10.  Give an example of a law of nature and a law of society.

11. According to the passage and its symbols, which type of law seems fairer? Why?

Chapter 2






Assigned:_____________________
1.  When does the story take place?

2. In a brief sentence, describe the “puritan character”.

3. What is the 17th century meaning of gossip?

4. Name three crimes and their punishments that the Puritans might witness.

5. What crime would the Puritan women have given to Hester Prynne had it been left to them.
6. Who is Mistress Hibbins?

7. What is astonishing about the letter A?
8. Describe Hester Prynne.
9. Hester thinks of her childhood home as she stands on the scaffold.  What does this glimpse of her past suggest about her family background?

10. What detail is given to suggest the baby was born in jail?
Chapter 3






Assigned:______________________
1.  Who is the stranger?  Describe him. 
2. What prior reference in Chapter 2 reminds the reader of this man?
3. Why did Hester precede her husband to the New World?

4. What is the scaffold?

5. Who is John Wilson?  Who is Bellingham?
6. What is hinted about the scarlet letter as Hester returns to prison?

7. Explain the title of the chapter.

8. How long does Hester stand on the scaffold?

9. Did Massachusetts magistrates show mercy in the sentence?  Explain.

10. In what way, according to the Reverend Dimmesdale, can Hester help her unknown lover for his sin?

Chapter 4

1.  Who is Master Brackett?

2. What is the doctor’s name?
3. Quote two lines that indicate that Hester and the doctor know each other before this meeting.
4. Why does he assume another name?

5. Did Hester ever love her husband?  Quote Hester to support your answer.
6. Why does Hester hesitate about taking the medicine?

7. Is Chillingworth a medical doctor?  Where has he recently learned secrets of folk medicine?

8. What happens when Chillingworth touches the scarlet letter?

9. Who is the Black Man of the forest?

10. Why does Chillingworth say that he seeks no vengeance against Hester?

11. What symbol is introduced for Chillingworth in Hester’s final lines in this chapter?

Chapter 5

1.  Why does Hester remain in the colony?

2. Describe Hester’s home.

3. How does she earn a living?

4. What one dress is Hester never asked to make?  Explain.

5. In one or two brief sentences, describe Hester’s relationship to society.

6. What often happens to Hester in church?

7. How does Hester react to the looks of strangers?

8. What legend arises about the scarlet letter?

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

10. What special knowledge does Hester feel the scarlet letter gives her?

Chapter 6

1.  Why does Hester name her daughter Pearl?

2. In a brief statement, describe characteristics of Pearl.

3. What is Pearl’s relationship with the other children?

4. What does the scarlet letter mean to Pearl?

5. Why is Pearl often called a precocious child?

6. What do the townspeople say about Pearl?

7. Pearl says to her mother, “Tell me! Tell me!”  What is it that Pearl wants to know?

Chapter 7

1.  Why does Hester go to the governor’s mansion?

2. How is Pearl dressed?

3. How does Pearl put to flight the taunting children?

4. Describe the inside of the governor’s home.

5. What “great lump of vegetable gold” in the governor’s garden symbolizes New England?

6. What magnifies the scarlet letter much to Pearl’s devilish delight?

7. Who is the Rev. Mr. Blackstone?

8. What do we learn about the governor?

9. How are the scarlet letter and Pearl alike?

Chapter 8

1. How much time has elapsed since the opening scene, “The Prison Door”?

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

3. Why does John Wilson question Pearl?

4. What do the men plan to do to Hester?

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

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

7. To which visitor does Pearl respond lovingly?

8. How does Chillingworth propose the identity of Pearl’s father be determined?  How do the men respond to his suggestion?

9. How has Chillingsworth changed since the opening scene?

10. Who tempts Hester as she leaves the mansion?  What do you think this might represent?

11. When governor Billingham demands to know what Hester can teach Pearl concerning the “truths of heaven and earth,” what does Hester reply?  Why do you think she responded this way?

Chapter 9

1. Explain why this chapter is titled “Leech”?

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

3. In what capacity does Chillingworth associate himself with Dimmesdale?

4. Describe Dimmesdale’s failing health?

5. What gesture has become Dimmesdale’s habit?

6. How has Chillingsworth face changed?  What do you think is happening to him?

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

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

Chapter 10

1. What “investigation” consumes Chillingworth?

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

3. Where does Chillingworth gather the “black weeds”?

4. What is a leech?  What double meaning does the word “leech” have?

5. What does Dimmesdale refuse to tell Chillingworth?

6. What does Chillingworth believe he knows?

7. What does Pearl call Chillingworth?  What does Pearl throw at him?  How does she react when she sees Dimmesdale and Chillingworth together?

8. What discovery does Chillingworth make when Dimmesdale “fell into a deep, deep slumber”?

9. Explain Chillingworth’s diagnosis:  “A rare case! ... strange sympathy betwixt soul and body!”

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

11.  At this point, what do you think Chillingworth will do regarding Dimmesdale?

Chapter 11






Assigned: _______________________

1. What is Chillingworth’s plan of revenge?

2. Cite two ways in which Dimmesdale punishes himself.

3. What is the minister unable to escape in his thoughts and sleepless nights?

4. On what subject does he usually preach?

5. What does he speculate about grass growing on his grave?

6. Explain the significance of the chapter’s title.

7. What is the result when Reverend Dimmesdale tells his congregation that he is the worst of the sinners?

8. Despite the pain it causes him, Dimmesdale’s guilt appears to make him a better preacher.  Cite the passage that tells why this is so.  Explain in your own words what this means.

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

Chapter 12






Assigned: _________________________

1. What is a vigil?

2. Where does Dimmesdale hold his vigil?

3. Where does Dimmesdale walk on this chilly May night?

4. What does Dimmesdale do to expiate partially his guilt?

5. On whom would most of the people blame the strange outcry?

6. What two people come to windows at the governor’s mansion?

7. Where is the Rev. Mr. Wilson coming from when he walks by the scaffold?

8. What does Dimmesdale suddenly fear about the dawn?

9. Why are Hester and Pearl out at Midnight?

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

11. Why does Pearl get mad at Dimmesdale?

12. What is miraculous about the meteor?

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

14. Who takes Dimmesdale home?

Chapter 13

1. Why is Hester worried about the minister?

2. As a result of Hester’s good works, what has the scarlet letter A come to mean to many people?

3. What is the legend about the Indian arrow and the scarlet letter?

4. Describe three aspects of Hester’s character that are revealed first in this chapter?

5. Explain the statement: “the scarlet letter had not done its office.”

6. Why has Hester become stronger in these seven years?

7. How does she propose to save the minister?

8. How old is Pearl in this chapter?
Chapter 14-15

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

2. What has recently been discussed about Hester in the council?

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

4. How does he describe himself?

5. Why has Chillingworth kept Dimmesdale alive?

6. Why does he pity Hester?

7. What does Hester want Chillingworth to do?

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

9. What effect has Chillingworth had on Dimmesdale?

10. What symbol does Pearl make from seaweed?  What do you think it means?

11. Reread Hester’s description of Chillingworth carefully.  How does she feel about him?

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

Chapter 16

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

2. How long does Hester wait before meeting him?

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

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

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

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

7. Whom does Pearl mistake for the Black Man?

8. Why is Pearl’s life like the current of the brook?

9. What does a forest symbolize?  Why is it symbolic that Hester and Dimmesdale meet in a forest? 

Chapter 17

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

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

3. How does Dimmesdale feel about his ministerial duties?

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

5. Does Hester still love Dimmesdale?  Explain with support from the novel.

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

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

8. How does Dimmesdale react to Hester’s suggestion?

Chapters 18-19

1. What is Dimmesdale’s decision in response to Hester’s plea that they leave the colony?  Why do you think he made this decision?

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

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

4. What is the sunshine a symbol of?

5. Reread your answer regarding the symbolism of the forest in Chapter 16.  Has your answer changed?  What does the forest symbolize to you now?

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

7. 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?

8. 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!”

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

10. What is Pearl’s reaction to Dimmesdale?  Why does she react this way?

11.   How is Pearl a symbol for Hester and Dimmesdale?

12. How does the author personify the trees and the brook?

13. How does the reflection in the brook change Pearl’s appearance?

14. What does the brook symbolize?

Chapter 20

1. What does Dimmesdale think about on his return to the village?

2. What opportunities are available for escape in the New World?

3. Why do they choose to go to Europe instead of remain in the New World?

4. When will the next vessel sail?

5. How is Hester acquainted with the captain of the vessel?

6. Relate two unusual incidents that happen to the minister on his return.

7. In his confused state, what does Dimmesdale think his dream of happiness may be?

8. What does Dimmesdale do with the sermon he had already written for the coming service?  How long does it take him to write a new one?  

9. When Mistress Hibbins offers to introduce Dimmesdale to “yonder pontentate you wot of,” whom is she referring?

Chapters 21-22

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

2. Of what ceremony in England was the Election Day Pageantry a pale imitation?

3. What piece of unwelcome news does the master of the ship have for Hester before the group sets sail?  How does Hester respond?

4. Name three “elements” of Puritan society who march in the procession.

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

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

7. How does Hester dress for the holiday?

8. How does Pearl dress for the holiday?

9. What thoughts pass through her mind throughout the day?

10. What does Pearl say about the minister?

11. What does Mistress Hibbins disclose to Hester?

12. Who is the “Prince of the Air”?

13. How do the Indians interpret Hester’s scarlet letter?

14. Who was John Endicott?  Who was Increase Mather?

15. Who has died since the beginning of the novel?  Who was she and why do we care?

Chapters 23-24

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

2. What is the crowd’s reaction to Dimmesdale’s sermon?

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

4. Where, according to Chillingworth, is the one place where Dimmesdale could have successfully escaped him?  What do you think he meant?

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

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

7. 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?

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

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

10.  Why is Pearl’s “errand as a messenger of anguish” fulfilled?

11. What happens to Roger Chillingworth?  To whom does he leave his estate?

12. Why does Hester return to New England?  Where is Hester buried?

13. What will probably happen to Pearl?

14. What object unites the lovers in death?

Exam short answer questions:


One of these essay questions will appear on the final test.  Make sure to prepare for all three so that you can answer intelligently on whichever is chosen for the final test.

1. One consequence of sin in this novel is isolation.  Provide examples from the novel that indicate the isolation of the three major characters; Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth.

2. In this novel, Hawthorne makes extensive use of symbols.  Be able to briefly explain Hawthorne’s use of the following symbols: roses/rosebush, prison, prison door, doors/thresholds, forest, light/dark, night/day, reflections/mirrors, scaffold, the letter “A,” red, gold, vegetation, Pearl.

3. In the novel, there is ironic commentary on the concept of freedom.  What does it mean to be free?  Which characters are free and which are not?  Be sure to elaborate using examples from the novel.  

Essay question:

The Scarlet Letter is a commentary by Hawthorne against the classicist, Puritan ideals of his forefathers and a supporting commentary to the rising beliefs in transcendentalism.  Using the novel, and what you have learned in your history class, explain.

