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Abstract: The era of Romanticism in America, also known as the American Renaissance, 

is known to be one of the best times of its literary growth which produced some of its 

most phenomenal and often quoted authors. Out of the few gems of that movement, 

Nathanial Hawthorne holds a very respectable position. He is known for his deeply 

stirring themes and poignant portrayal of profound human conditions. Apart from this, his 

craftsmanship is also applauded much.  In this paper, I would like to focus more on this 

part.Among many movements such as Transcendentalism, Romanticism and Dark 

Romanticism ,  Hawthorn’s era was also known for Symbolism , a movement which 

started in France and which thereafter spread to many other parts of Europe. He was 

adept in using symbols. In this paper, I would like to analyze his mastery in using 

symbols with particular reference to his seminal work The Scarlet Letter.  
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Introduction   

 The Scarlet Letter by Nathanial Hawthorne, to put it in the simplest terms, is replete with 

symbols. They are sprinkled everywhere in the text as much that, an effort to count it all might 

result in a text as big as the novel itself. Nevertheless, this work is one of the finest examples of 

American literature in its usage of symbolism in the most meticulous manner. 

 The importance of symbolism in this work could be underscored from the fact that, even 

from the very first chapter of the novel named The Prison House Hawthorne explicitly uses 

symbolism starting with the example of a wild rose bush. The beginning chapter gives a detailed 

description of the grim appearance of the prison house and its premises. Everything there is dark 

, unveiling the nature of business that takes place inside the house but this wild rose bush , to 

everyone’s astonishment,  is an exception due to its beauty and fragrance. The author calls the 

plant’s existence nothing but a “strange chance” because even the gigantic pines and oaks that 
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originally overshadowed it has fallen out in the test of time whereas, this small plant has 

survived it all offering fragrance and beauty to the condemned and heartbroken prisoners as they 

went inside. It reminds us of the token of nature’s divine pity and kindness. The author finds it at 

the threshold of the whole narrative and is compelled to pluck one of its flowers and present it to 

the readers. He says further, 

“It may serve , let us hope , to symbolize , some sweet moral blossom that may be found 

along the track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of human frailty and 

sorrow.”(50) 

 In short, the wild rose stands for hope and also nature’s divine pity and kindness. After 

having made such a compelling start, comes an array of symbols out of which, the most 

important ones are enlisted below.  

 The very title of the novel, the scarlet letter ‘A’ is beyond any doubt an elaborate symbol 

of ignominy. It is an organic symbol around which the entire novel is woven around. It is a 

symbol of her sin, of “strange phantoms of guilt, sinkings of the heart and unaccountable 

misfortune”(304).  Nevertheless, right from the moment Hester came out of the dark prison into 

the sunlight, people were quite skeptical about it. The reason behind it is that the Scarlet letter 

embroidered on her bosom was so exquisitely picturesque that it illuminated upon her bosom. It 

was contrary to the expectation of the crowd. The appearance of the Scarlet letter is by itself a 

symbol which suggests the unique nature of Hester Prynne . According to Hawthorne; 

“It had the effect of a spell, taking her out of the ordinary relations with humanity and 

enclosing her in a sphere by herself” (56) 

 There are various instances in the text where Hester is found to beautify the scarlet letter 

on her chest. When she wears it becomes not just an ordinary letter. It illuminates with a 

splendor which at once captures anybody’s attention. This is because she gives the scarlet letter 

and her life a completely different connotation from that of the world. If the latter views it only 

as a symbol of ignominy, it is a symbol of penitence for her to redeem her wrongs. Since her 

debasement as a fallen woman, she had been helping the poor, needy and desolate in whatever 
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ways possible to her even if they don’t return any grateful gesture. Such acts of kindness and 

empathy would suggest that she even hoped to attain a saintly tranquility and peace of mind 

through her endless service and sacrifice. In short, the Scarlet letter is not her doom but a chance 

to hail greater heights as a better human being.  

 A total of three scaffold scenes appear in the novel where each one of them is equally 

significant. The scaffold is a portion of the penal machine upon which the culprit must stand 

forbidden even to hide their face with the whole public gazing at them. It is so effectual in 

promoting good citizenship among the people that it is compared to the guillotine in France. In 

The Scarlet Letter,   Hester Prynne had to undergo this ordeal in which each and every moment 

passing by struck like arrows into her mind.   

“The very ideal of ignominy was embodied and made manifest in this contrivance of 

wood and iron”(57) 

 The Scaffold is a very clever symbol of sin and punishment. It is also the symbol of 

ignominy. It represents the cruelty of puritan age. 

 For the people in the town, forest is a strange place that is very dangerous and mysterious 

but ironically, this place becomes the home for Hester Prynne.  

“…. forest- land, still so uncongenial to every other pilgrim and wanderer, into Hester 

Prynne’s wild and dreary home”(82) 

 She lives in a small cottage surrounded by huge trees and it is very near to the forest. By 

this, Hawthorne means to communicate to the readers about how Hester Prynne is always a part 

of something extra-ordinary that is very much removed from common man’s ethos. In fact, the 

mysteries of the forest symbolize her mystery. Its hidden dangers represent the fears in the mind 

of common man who ostracizes her from the common society.  It also symbolizes the “moral 

wilderness she had long been wandering” 

 In fact, the town and townspeople, always gives her the feeling of ‘the other’. Even 

though, due course of time witnessed a change in people’s attitude towards her, where they 
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started taking the scarlet letter ‘A’ as angel and not adulteress , she could never feel free 

anywhere in the town. In the forest scene, but, though for a very short time span, she could 

become what she really is. She could become the Hester Prynne who existed before the symbol 

of ignominy got stuck to her body and heart. Sitting upon the most covered tree trunk with 

Arthur Dimmisdale , she threw away her scarlet letter and let loose her hair which was hitherto 

covered up. She explains that, by doing this she could feel an ease of mind, as if lifting away a 

great weight from her body, which she was carrying the whole time through the past seven years. 

Hence the forest gives a chance to let her be in her natural state. Hence it is called “the primeval 

forest”. The forest as a symbol plays a crucial role in the novel. 

 The central character of the novel Hester Prynne herself becomes an e symbol of that of a 

martyr. 

“She was patient – a martyr, indeed….”(87) 

A martyr is someone who sacrifices his/her life for the cause and benefit of many. Jesus Christ is 

the epitome of martyrdom in the world. There had been martyrs before and since but he serves to 

be quintessential in that regard.  

 In The Scarlet Letter, it is not incorrect to say that Hester Prynne is a martyr of a different 

kind. She sacrificed her life willingly and wholeheartedly and never spoke a word about her 

partner in the sinful act. When everyone, including children , tried to inflict her heart with 

unimaginable stings of  painful and reviling remarks,  she chose to be silent and pray for her 

detractors . She gracefully accepts all this and sincerely believed that all these will help her 

purgation.  

“…she forbore to pray for enemies, lest, in spite of her forgiving aspirations the words of 

the blessing should stubbornly twist themselves into a curse” (87) 

 Hester Prynne named her infant child Pearl because she was the most precious gift for 

her. In her words, Pearl was purchased at a great price – “purchased with all she had – her 

mother’s only treasure”.  
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 The formation of a pearl is a very intensive, time consuming and painstaking process. It 

is equally rare too. This could be the reason why Hawthorne named the girl as Pearl. She came 

not so easily into Hester’s life. For having her Hester had to give up all the dreams, hopes and 

pleasures of a normal woman besides leading the life of an outcaste. She had to fight against all 

the odds, even against the powerful churchmen who believed that the child would go astray if 

she leads life with such an ignoble woman  though she is her mother. That is why the author says 

that she was bought at a great price, exactly, like a pearl.  

 Pearl plays a vital role in the novel. She is an pivotal symbol in many levels. At the 

primary level, she is a living testimony of her mother’s sin and her suffering, the living 

hieroglyphic.  

“It was the scarlet letter in another form: the scarlet letter endowed with life” (105) 

 Right from the beginning itself, Pearl is not conceived by Hawthorne as a normal child. 

She has an aura of supernaturalism around her which is manifested in many ways. This indeed 

forces us to think that her role in the novel is not just that of Hester Prynne’s daughter but she 

stands for something else that is bigger and greater.  

“In giving her existence , a great law had been broken; and the result was a being whose 

element were perhaps beautiful and brilliant , but all in disorder , or with an order 

peculiar to themselves., amidst which the point of variety and arrangement was difficult 

or impossible to be discovered” (93) 

 These lines throw light into the essential nature of Pearl . She is beautiful and brilliant but 

at the same time difficult to define. She gives the feeling of being stunningly attractive but at the 

same time equally  powerful, untamable and unpredictable. She is not like her mother who is a 

silent sufferer but is unflinching in her desire to retort her detractors. If Hester Prynne is the 

symbol of subjugation, her daughter Pearl is the symbol of revolution and independence. She 

also symbolizes art, which is beautiful and brilliant ….with an order peculiar to themselves. 

 Arthur Dimmesdale is one of the central characters of the novel along with Hester 

Prynne. He is a priest who is very much revered both by the churchmen and people. He is known 
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for his electrifying sermons. The reader comes across him for the first time at the Hester’s 

scaffold scene. He tries to gain some information about the partner in Hester’s sin but later gives 

up as she stubbornly refuses to enlighten him with any knowledge of it.  

 As time passes by, one could find that his temperament changes to a great extend. He 

transforms into a strange, sad man with his hand always over his heart.  From an energetic priest, 

he becomes a woebegone person stricken with some kind of inexplicable grief.  

“He looked more careworn and emaciated than as we described him at the scene of 

Hester’s public ignominy; and whether it were his failing health , or whatever the cause 

might be , his large dark eyes had a world of pain in their troubled and melancholy 

depth”(116) 

 At this juncture, one can conclude with the weight of evidence that, Dimmisdale is a 

symbol of repentance. We understand at a later stage of the novel that he is none other than 

Hester’s partner in her sin. It is such that he is in a very advantageous position as a priest and is 

hence saved from all the turmoil and infamy Hester faces every day. Though he knows well of 

the mistake he did, he fails to acknowledge it in front of the public. This internal torture of his 

heart is what we see in his physique in the form of an ailment that deteriorates his health day by 

day. Hence we could infer that , his dilapidated physical state is symbolic  of the mental trauma  

he is passing through. In a sense , it is even correct to say that he went through a greater trauma 

than Hester herself because , in his mind, there is an eternal clash between his real self and the 

Dimmisdale imagined by the community. He finds it unbearable to hide the truth day and night 

making a hypocrite of himself because his ideals as a human being and a priest are faultless. 

 Roger Chillingworth comes in the novel as Hester’s husband but no one in the hamlet 

knows about it other than Hester Prynne and himself. He is also well versed in the science of 

western medicine. It is a wonder for everyone in village as to why such a knowledgeable person 

like him came to such a remote place than going to a city which rightly befits his life and 

profession. As we go ahead, the readers get a reasonable answer for the question. He came, with 

a vengeful heart, to find out the partner in Hester’s sin and to bring him to public gaze. 
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 Meanwhile, he gets fascinated in the life of Dimmisdale and joins him as his personal 

physician. Though he is amicable and kind in the beginning, he becomes so intrigued about the 

life of the priest that he becomes exactly like a leech, sucking the blood out of him to fulfill his 

ends. The ninth chapter is  aptly named ‘The Leech’ for no other reason than to uncover  the real 

motive of his mind. Like a leech which sucks life blood out of creatures without inducing pain  

Chillingworth, in the novel,  becomes the symbol of Leech which sucks energy out of other’s life 

and  robs their happiness, that too even without their knowledge as it happens in the  case of 

Dimmisdale. 

“At first his expression had been calm , meditative and 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”(130) 

 The meteor is perhaps the most preternatural symbol that one finds in the book. 

Hawthorne describes it thus, 

“So powerful was its radiance, that it thoroughly illuminated the medium of cloud betwixt 

the sky and the earth” (157) 

 During those days, the author testifies that, meteor occurrences were not very seldom and 

most of the times people took it as a symbol of an impending misfortune in the form of a 

pestilence or war or any such events. The meteor appears in the story when Dimmesdale, Hester 

and Pearl becomes one at the scaffold during midnight when the town is asleep. They believe 

that only God witnesses their meeting whereas in reality the shrewd Roger Chillingworth is also 

there , cloaked in the veil of darkness.  

 Hence the occurrence of meteor signifies the exposition of the secret ; the secret which 

Dimmisdale believes is unknown to everyone. When the meteor appear he beholds a sight in the 

sky which nobody else sees, ie, the “appearance of an immense letter- the letter A- marked out in 

lines of dull red  light”. The meteor occurrence could hence be a symbol of the impending 

revelation of secrets and the parting from life’s sickness by Dimmisdale himself.  
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The ever loquacious and sparkling brook holds a unique position in the novel. It symbolizes 

Pearl in its mystery and gloom.  

"Pearl resembled the brook, inasmuch as the current of her life gushed from a well-

spring as “mysterious, and had flowed through scenes shadowed heavily with gloom".  

Conclusion 

 The Scarlet Letter is one of the most beloved novels ever in American literature. Since its 

publication, it has been under the close scrutiny of critics and has thenceforth produced a 

multiplicity of meanings and interpretations. In this paper, I have endeavored to analyze the use 

of symbolism in this celebrated work of Nathanial Hawthorne.  

 Since this is a highly symbolic work, the story is completely strewn with symbols. I have 

picked out the most important symbols and elaborated them, which I hope would better equip 

one to enjoy this illustrious work better.  
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