1. The following quote refers to Hester Prynne: “Wisely judging that one token of her shame would but
poorly serve to hide another, she took the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, and yet a
haughty smile, and a glance that would not be abashed, looked around at her townspeople and
neighbours.” (46)
What are Hester’s two tokens of shame?
What does this passage tell you about the type of person Hester is?

2. Arthur Dimmesdale is described as a “young clergyman, who had come from one of the great English
universities.” He spoke with “eloquence and religious fervor” and with the “speech of an angel.” “He
was a person of very striking aspect, with a white, lofty, and impending brow, large, brown,
melancholy eyes, and a mouth which…was apt to be tremulous, expressing both nervous sensibility
and vast power of self-restraint… there was an air about this young minister, --an apprehensive, a
startled, a half-frightened look, --as of a being who felt himself quite astray and at a loss in the
pathway of human existence, and could only be at ease in some seclusion of his own.” (57)
How is Dimmesdale viewed by the town at the beginning of the novel?

3. Nathaniel Hawthorne describes Hester’s public shame. She feels it constantly, except for the rare
reprieve mentioned in the following passage: “But sometimes, once in many days, or perchance in
many months, she felt an eye – a human eye – upon the ignominious brand, that seemed to give a
momentary relief, as if half of her agony were shared. The next instant, back it all rushed again, with
a still deeper throb of pain; for, in that brief interval, she had sinned anew. Had Hester sinned
alone?”
Whose “eye” is Hester likely referring to in this passage? Discuss the implications of this passage as a
group.

4. Arthur Dimmesdale’s physical condition begins to deteriorate: “His form grew emaciated; his voice,
though still rich and sweet, had a certain melancholy prophecy of decay in it; he was often observed,
on any slight alarm or other sudden accident, to put his hand over his heart, with first a flush and
then a paleness, indicative of pain …With every successive Sabbath, his cheek was paler and thinner,
and his voice more tremulous than before,—when it had now become a constant habit, rather than
a casual gesture, to press his hand over his heart? Was he weary of his labors? Did he wish to die?”

5. “So 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 every
thing 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. If the latter
possess native sagacity, and a nameless something more,—let us call it intuition.”
Who is Chillingsworth’s patient? What is he trying to pry from his “heart?”
6. Roger Chillingworth also begins to undergo a noticeable change: “Roger Chillingworth’s aspect had
undergone a remarkable change while he had dwelt in town, and especially since his abode with Mr.
Dimmesdale. At first, his expression had been calm, meditative, scholar-like. Now, there was
something ugly and evil in his face, which they had not previously noticed, and which grew still the
more obvious to sight, the oftener they looked upon him. According to the vulgar idea, the fire in his
laboratory had been brought from the lower regions, and was fed with infernal fuel; and so, as
might be expected, his visage was getting sooty with the smoke….To sum up the matter, it grew to
be a widely diffused opinion, that the Reverend Arthur Dimmesdale, like many other personages of
especial sanctity, in all ages of the Christian world, was haunted either by Satan himself, or Satan’s
emissary, in the guise of old Roger Chillingworth.”

7. Roger Chillingworth makes an incredible discovery:
“It came to pass, not long after the scene above recorded, that the Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, at
noonday, and entirely unawares, fell into a deep, deep slumber, sitting in his chair...he stirred not in
his chair, when old Roger Chillingworth, without any extraordinary precaution, came into the room.
The physician advanced directly in front of his patient, laid his hand upon his bosom, and thrust
aside the vestment, that, hitherto, had always covered it even from the professional eye.
Then, indeed, Mr. Dimmesdale shuddered, and slightly stirred.
After a brief pause, the physician turned away.
But with what a wild look of wonder, joy, and honor! With what a ghastly rapture, as it were, too
mighty to be expressed only by the eye and features, and therefore bursting forth through the
whole ugliness of his figure, and making itself even riotously manifest by the extravagant gestures
with which he threw up his arms towards the ceiling, and stamped his foot upon the floor! Had a
man seen old Roger Chillingworth, at that moment of his ecstasy, he would have had no need to ask
how Satan comports himself, when a precious human soul is lost to heaven, and won into his
kingdom.
But what distinguished the physician’s ecstasy from Satan’s was the trait of wonder in it!”
What does Chillingworth discover?

8. Arthur Dimmesdale tries to confess from the pulpit:
He longed to speak out, from his own pulpit, at the full height of his voice, and tell the people what
he was. “I, whom you behold in these black garments of the priesthood… --I, who have laid the hand
of baptism upon your children,—I, who have breathed the parting prayer over your dying friends…—
I, your pastor, whom you so reverence and trust, am utterly a pollution and a lie!”
More than once, Mr. Dimmesdale had gone into the pulpit, with a purpose never to come down its
steps, until he should have spoken words like the above. More than once, he had cleared his throat,
and drawn in the long, deep, and tremulous breath, which, when sent forth again, would come
burdened with the black secret of his soul. More than once—nay, more than a hundred times—he
had actually spoken! Spoken! But how? He had told his hearers that he was altogether vile, a viler
companion of the vilest, the worst of sinners, an abomination, a thing of unimaginable iniquity; and
that the only wonder was, that they did not see his wretched body shrivelled up before their eyes,
by the burning wrath of the Almighty! Could there be plainer speech than this? Would not the
people start up in their seats, by a simultaneous impulse, and tear him down out of the pulpit which
he defiled? Not so, indeed! They heard it all, and did but reverence him the more. They little
guessed what deadly purport lurked in those self-condemning words.”
What is the congregation’s reaction when Dimmesdale claims to be a vile sinner?

9. Dimmesdale’s guilt overwhelms him: “His inward trouble drove him to practices, more in
accordance with the old, corrupted faith of Rome, than with the better light of the church in which
he had been born and bred. In Mr. Dimmesdale’s secret closet, under lock and key, there was a
bloody scourge. Oftentimes, this Protestant and Puritan divine had plied it on his own shoulders;
laughing bitterly at himself the while, and smiting so much the more pitilessly, because of that bitter
laugh. It was his custom, too, as it has been that of many other pious Puritans, to fast,—not,
however, like them, in order to purify the body and render it the fitter medium of celestial
illumination,—but rigorously, and until his knees trembled beneath him, as an act of penance. He
kept vigils, likewise, night after night, sometimes in utter darkness; sometimes with a glimmering
lamp; and sometimes, viewing his own face in a looking-glass, by the most powerful light which he
could throw upon it. He thus typified the constant introspection wherewith he tortured, but could
not purify, himself.”
In these lengthened vigils, his brain often reeled, and visions seemed to flit before him:…Hester
Prynne, leading along little Pearl, in her scarlet garb, and pointing her forefinger, first, at the scarlet
letter on her bosom, and then at the clergyman’s own breast.”
How does Dimmesdale try to atone for his guilt?

