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Points to Ponder The Scarlet letter  Pearl and Dimmesdale 

 Excepts from the 1874 text with illustration by Mary Hallock Foote and  L. S. Ipsen 
 

 

What is your response to these sentiments and how are they dofferent from gaskell’s 
presentation of Leonard? 

Hester calls her deed EVIL-would you agree? 

1 But she named the infant “Pearl,” as being of great price,—purchased with all she 
had,—her mother’s only treasure! How strange, indeed! Man had marked this 
woman’s sin by a scarlet letter, which had such potent and disastrous efficacy that no 
human sympathy could reach her, save it were sinful like herself. God, as a direct 
consequence of the sin which man thus punished, had given her a lovely child, whose 
place was on that same dishonored bosom, to connect her parent forever with the race 
and descent of mortals, and to be finally a blessed soul in heaven! Yet these thoughts 
affected Hester Prynne less with hope than apprehension. She knew that her deed had 
been evil; she could have no faith, therefore, that its result would be good. Day after 
day, she looked fearfully into the child’s expanding nature, ever dreading to detect 
some dark and wild peculiarity, that should correspond with the guiltiness to which 
she owed her being. …In giving her existence, a great law had been broken; and the 
result was a being whose elements were perhaps beautiful and brilliant, but all in 
disorder;  

2 Why does Hawthorne suggest Hester may have died as a witch if not for Pearl? 
Do you feel that Pearl has something wrong in her nature? Why does Hawthorne 
suggest that she does? 
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Yet, had little Pearl never come to her [Hester] from the spiritual world, it might have 
been far otherwise. Then, she [Hester] might have come down to us in history, hand in 
hand with Ann Hutchinson, as the foundress of a religious sect. She might, in one of her 
phases, have been a prophetess. She might, and not improbably would, have suffered 
death from the stern tribunals of the period, for attempting to undermine the foundations 
of the Puritan establishment. But, in the education of her child, the mother’s enthusiasm 
of thought had something to wreak itself upon. Providence, in the person of this little girl, 
had assigned to Hester’s charge the germ and blossom of womanhood, to be cherished 
and developed amid a host of difficulties. Everything was against her. The world was 
hostile. The child’s own nature had something wrong in it, which continually betokened 
that she had been born amiss,—the effluence of her mother’s lawless passion,—and often 
impelled Hester to ask, in bitterness of heart, whether it were for ill or good that the poor 
little creature had been born at all. 

 

3  Why does Hawthorne constantly draw attention to the spirited nature  and unearthly 
qualities of this girl? 

Does Pearl serve as a symbol as much as a character in the story and if so what does she 
symbolise? 

The mother’s impassioned state had been the medium through which were transmitted to the 
unborn infant the rays of its moral life; and, however white and clear originally, they had 
taken the deep stains of crimson and gold the fiery lustre, the black shadow, and the 
untempered light of the intervening substance. Above all, the warfare of Hester’s spirit, at 
that epoch, was perpetuated in Pearl. She could recognize her wild, desperate, defiant mood, 
the flightiness of her temper, and even some of the very cloud-shapes of gloom and 
despondency that had brooded in her heart. They were now illuminated by the morning 
radiance of a young child’s disposition, but later in the day of earthly existence might be 
prolific of the storm and whirlwind. 

Mindful, however, of her own errors and misfortunes, she early sought to impose a tender, 
but strict control over the infant immortality that was committed to her charge. But the task 
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was beyond her skill…. Her mother, while Pearl was yet an infant, grew acquainted with a 
certain peculiar look, that warned her when it would be labour thrown away to insist, 
persuade, or plead. It was a look so intelligent, yet inexplicable, so perverse, sometimes so 
malicious, but generally accompanied by a wild flow of spirits that Hester could not help 
questioning, at such moments, whether Pearl were a human child. She seemed rather an airy 
sprite, which, after playing its fantastic sports for a little while upon the cottage floor, would 
flit away with a mocking smile. Whenever that look appeared in her wild, bright, deeply 
black eyes, it invested her with a strange remoteness and intangibility; …Beholding it, Hester 
was constrained to rush towards the child,…—to snatch her to her bosom, with a close 
pressure and earnest kisses,—not so much from overflowing love, as to assure herself that 
Pearl was flesh and blood, and not utterly delusive. But Pearl’s laugh, when she was caught, 
though full of merriment and music, made her mother more doubtful than before. 

 

4  Why does Hawthorne talk of witchcraft here? 

Supernatural states and beings are mentioned regularly can you suggest why? 

Why is Hester so tormented by Pearl’s nature? 

How does Hester’s sense of guilt match Gaskell’s presentation of Ruth’s guilt? 

At home, within and around her mother’s cottage, Pearl wanted not a wide and various circle 
of acquaintance. The spell of life went forth from her ever-creative spirit, and communicated 
itself to a thousand objects, as a torch kindles a flame wherever it may be applied. The 
unlikeliest materials—a stick, a bunch of rags, a flower—were the puppets of Pearl’s 
witchcraft, and, without undergoing any outward change, became spiritually adapted to 
whatever drama occupied the stage of her inner world. Her one baby-voice served a multitude 
of imaginary personages, old and young, to talk withal. The pine-trees, aged, black and 
solemn, and flinging groans and other melancholy utterances on the breeze, needed little 



4 
 

transformation to figure as Puritan elders; the ugliest weeds of the garden were their children, 
whom Pearl smote down and uprooted, most unmercifully. 

Once, this freakish, elvish cast came into the child’s eyes, while Hester was looking at her 
own image in them, as mothers are fond of doing; and, suddenly,—for women in solitude, 
and with troubled hearts, are pestered with unaccountable delusions,—she fancied that she 
beheld, not her own miniature portrait, but another face, in the small black mirror of Pearl’s 
eye. It was a face, fiend-like, full of smiling malice, yet bearing the semblance of features that 
she had known full well, though seldom with a smile, and never with malice in them. It was 
as if an evil spirit possessed the child, and had just then peeped forth in mockery. Many a 
time afterwards had Hester been tortured, though less vividly, by the same illusion. 

 

5 What is the importance of the name –Pearl? 

There is comment here on the religious difference between Puritansim and Catholicism.  

What does the idea that Old England was merry suggest to you? 

  Prithee, young one, who art thou, and what has ailed thy mother to bedizen thee in this 
strange fashion? Art thou a Christian child,—ha? Dost know thy catechism? Or art thou one 
of those naughty elfs or fairies, whom we thought to have left behind us, with other relics of 
Papistry, in merry old England?” 

“I am mother’s child,” answered the scarlet vision, “and my name is Pearl!” 

“Pearl?—Ruby, rather!—or Coral!—or Red Rose, at the very least, judging from thy hue!” 
responded the old minister, putting forth his hand in a vain attempt to pat little Pearl on the 
cheek. “But where is this mother of thine? Ah! I see,” he added; and, turning to Governor 
Bellingham, whispered, “This is the selfsame child of whom we have held speech together; 
and behold here the unhappy woman, Hester Prynne, her mother!” 

 6  What is the significance of this story within the story?  

Who might be the Black Man? Some have suggested Chillingworth, or may be 
Dimmesdale. Are either of these character’s worthy to be this legendary character?  
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“O, a story about the Black Man,” answered Pearl, taking hold of her mother’s gown, and 
looking up, half earnestly, half mischievously, into her face. “How he haunts this forest, and 
carries a book with him,—a big, heavy book, with iron clasps; and how this ugly Black Man 
offers his book and an iron pen to everybody that meets him here among the trees; and they 
are to write their names with their own blood. And then he sets his mark on their bosoms! 
Didst thou ever meet the Black Man, mother?” 

“And who told you this story, Pearl?” asked her mother, recognizing a common 
superstition of the period. 

“It was the old dame in the chimney-corner, at the house where you watched last night,” 
said the child. “But she fancied me asleep while she was talking of it. She said that a 
thousand and a thousand people had met him here, and had written in his book, and have his 
mark on them. And that ugly-tempered lady, old Mistress Hibbins, was one. And, mother, the 
old dame said that this scarlet letter was the Black Man’s mark on thee, and that it glows like 
a red flame when thou meetest him[227] at midnight, here in the dark wood. Is it true, 
mother? And dost thou go to meet him in the night-time?” 

“Didst thou ever awake, and find thy mother gone?” asked Hester. 

“Not that I remember,” said the child. “If thou fearest to leave me in our cottage, thou 
mightest take me along with thee. I would very gladly go! But, mother, tell me now! Is there 
such a Black Man? And didst thou ever meet him? And is this his mark?” 

“Wilt thou let me be at peace, if I once tell thee?” asked her mother. 

“Yes, if thou tellest me all,” answered Pearl. 

“Once in my life I met the Black Man!” said her mother. “This scarlet letter is his 
mark!”… 

…“Is it the Black Man?” asked Pearl. 

“Wilt thou go and play, child?” repeated her mother. “But do not stray far into the wood. 
And take heed that thou come at my first call.” 

“Yes, mother,” answered Pearl. “But if it be the Black Man, wilt thou not let me stay a 
moment, and look at him, with his big book under his arm?” 

“Go, silly child!” said her mother, impatiently. “It is no Black Man! Thou canst see him 
now, through the trees. It is the minister!” 

“And so it is!” said the child. “And, mother, he has his hand over his heart! Is it because, 
when the minister wrote his name in the book, the Black Man set his mark in that place? But 
why does he not wear it outside his bosom, as thou dost, mother?” 
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7  What is the significance of :- 

A) the forest? 
B) The casting off of the scarlet letter? 

How is this reunion with the child’s father very different from Ruth and Bellingham? 

Would you describe Dimmesdale as EVIL as Ruth described Bellingham?  If not, how 
are they different 

Is this forest scene in any way like Wales in Ruth? 

 “Dost thou know, Hester,” said Arthur Dimmesdale, with an unquiet smile, “that this dear 
child, tripping about always at thy side, hath caused me many an alarm? Methought—O 
Hester, what a thought is that, and how terrible to dread it!—that my own features were partly 
repeated in her face, and so strikingly that the world might see them! But she is mostly 
thine!” 

“No, no! Not mostly!” answered the mother, with a tender smile. “A little longer, and thou 
needest not to be afraid to trace whose child she is. But how strangely beautiful she looks, 
with those wild-flowers in her hair! It is as if one of the fairies, whom we left in our dear old 
England, had decked her out to meet us.” 

It was with a feeling which neither of them had ever before experienced, that they sat and 
watched Pearl’s slow advance. In her was visible the tie that united them. She had been 
offered to the world, these seven years past, as the living hieroglyphic, in which was revealed 
the secret they so darkly sought to hide,—all written in this symbol,—all plainly manifest,—
had there been a prophet or magician skilled to read the character of flame! And Pearl was 
the oneness of their being. Be the foregone evil what it might, how could they doubt that their 
earthly lives and future destinies were conjoined, when they beheld at once the material 
union, and the spiritual idea, in whom they met, and were to dwell immortally together? 
Thoughts like these—and perhaps other thoughts, which they did not acknowledge or 
define—threw an awe about the child, as she came onward. 

So speaking, she undid the clasp that fastened the scarlet letter, and, taking it from her 
bosom, threw it to a distance among the withered leaves. The mystic token alighted on the 
hither verge of the stream. With a hand’s breadth farther flight it would have fallen into the 
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water, and have given the little brook another woe to carry onward, besides the unintelligible 
tale which it still kept murmuring about. But there lay the embroidered letter, glittering like a 
lost jewel, which some ill-fated wanderer might pick up, and thenceforth be haunted by 
strange phantoms of guilt, sinkings of the heart, and unaccountable misfortune. 

]  

There is a great deal of symbolism here. What does it show? 

How is the wood magic?  

Hawthorne uses the word merry again here?  What do you make of these final 
sentences? 

The stigma gone, Hester heaved a long, deep sigh, in which the burden of shame and anguish 
departed from her spirit. O exquisite relief! She had not known the weight, until she felt the 
freedom! By another impulse, she took off the formal cap that confined her hair; and down it 
fell upon her shoulders, dark and rich, with at once a shadow and a light in its abundance, and 
imparting the charm of softness to her features. There played around her mouth, and beamed 
out of her eyes, a radiant and tender smile, that seemed gushing from the very heart 
of womanhood. A crimson flush was glowing on her cheek, that had been long so pale. Her 
sex, her youth, and the whole richness of her beauty, came back from what men call the 
irrevocable past, and clustered themselves, with her maiden hope, and a happiness before 
unknown, within the magic circle of this hour. And, as if the gloom of the earth and sky had 
been but the effluence of these two mortal hearts, it vanished with their sorrow. All at once, 
as with a sudden smile of heaven, forth burst the sunshine, pouring a very flood into the 
obscure forest, gladdening each green leaf, transmuting the yellow fallen ones to gold, and 
gleaming adown the gray trunks of the solemn trees. The objects that had made a shadow 
hitherto, embodied the brightness now. The course of the little brook might be traced by its 
merry gleam afar into the wood’s heart of mystery, which had become a mystery of joy. 

 

 8  Why does Hawthorne include this idea of the rosebush.  

This rose-bush, by a strange chance, has been kept alive in history; but whether it had merely 
survived out of the stern old wilderness, so long after the fall of the gigantic pines and oaks 
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that originally overshadowed it,—or whether, as there is fair authority for believing, it had 
sprung up under the footsteps of the sainted Ann Hutchinson, as she entered the prison-
door,—we shall not take upon us to determine. Finding it so directly on the threshold of our 
narrative, which is now about to[53] issue from that inauspicious portal, we could hardly do 
otherwise than pluck one of its flowers, and present it to the reader. 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… 

…Now Pearl knew well enough who made her; for Hester Prynne, the daughter of a pious 
home, very soon after her talk with the child about her Heavenly Father, had begun to inform 
her of those truths which the human spirit, at whatever stage of immaturity, imbibes with 
such eager interest. Pearl, therefore, so large were the attainments of her three years’ lifetime, 
could have borne a fair examination in the New England Primer, or the first column of the 
Westminster Catechisms, although unacquainted with the outward form of either of those 
celebrated works. But that perversity which all children have more or less of, and of which 
little Pearl had a tenfold portion, now, at the most inopportune moment, took thorough 
possession of her, and closed her lips, or impelled her to speak words amiss. After putting her 
finger in her mouth, with many ungracious refusals to answer good Mr. Wilson’s question, 
the child finally announced that she had not been made at all, but had been plucked by her 
mother off the bush of wild roses that grew by the prison-door. 

Hawthorne uses the idea of magic and supernatural beings/places. How effective is this? 
These ideas are very much absent from Gaskell’s novel. 


