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Symbolism in The Scarlet Letter

Throughout the novelThe Scarlet Letterthe author, Nathaniel Hawthorne uses a few key
symbols to represent major themes in the book.rmbst obvious and well known, as it is in the titiethe
scarlet letter Hester is forced to wear. Threeraslgenbols are the scaffold, the sun, and the forest

To begin with, the most important and influentigirdol in the entire book is the infamous scarlet
letter, hence the titlélhe Scarlet Lettern the second chapter, Hester walks out of tigopr wearing the
infamous scarlet letter ‘A’. During the first fewegrs of Hester's punishment, the letter was a daily
reminder of shame. In chapter five, Hawthorne wrijte..Hester Prynne had always this dreadful agony
in feeling a human eye upon the token; the spoémgrew callous; it seemed, on the contrary, tovgro
more sensitive with daily tortureAs the story unfolds, though, this letter comesriean other things to
Hester and the people. Rather than bringing tortarélester, it eventually becomes a symbol to some
people meaning “able.” In chapter 13, Hawthornetegri ‘They said that it meanfble’; so strong was
Hester Prynne, with a woman'’s strengtA.few pages later, Hawthorne writestfe scarlet letter had not
done its officé. The scarlet letter was meant as a punishmenitifster, and yet here we see that it hasn’t
punished Hester. Then, in chapter 18, HawthornéesyriThus, we seem to see that, as regarded Hester
Prynne, the whole seven years of outlaw and igngimé been little other than a preparation for thery
hour” Although the scarlet letter does bring shame &stdr, as Hawthorne writes, it has not performed it
duty. Hester plans to skip town and go back to perwith Dimmesdale. If she had learned anythingifro
the letter, she would have known better than toaway with a man who wasn’t her husband.

Throughout the book, there are various meanindhdascarlet letter. It means different things to
different people — a sign of wealth to the butriosity for Pearl, guilt for Dimmesdale, rebellaness,
revenge or motivation for Chillingworth, and betahpf one’s spouse, to name a few. Regardlesdruke
duty was to punish and teach a lesson, neithethafhwthe letter performed successfully.

The scarlet letter is only one of the symbols repnéing Hester's shame and punishment. Another
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one we see early in the novel, at about the same We see Hester wearing the scarlet letter foffitbe
time in public, is the scaffold on which she staafter walking out of the prison. In the secondptbg,
Hawthorne writes, It was, in short, the platform of the pillory; arabove it rose the framework of that
instrument of discipline, so fashioned as to canfime human head in its tight grasp, and thus litalgh to

the public gaze. The very ideal of ignominy wasasligan and made manifest in this contrivance of wood
and iron” These few sentences pretty much sum up the gignife of the scaffold in the story. The
scaffold, like the scarlet letter, to the Puritaissa place of public shame for those persons véduidé to
break the Puritan Law. It represents the sin ofpeson standing upon it and it shows the Puritap of
dealing with sin.

Among the other symbols we see in the book isstireand its shining. Its importance becomes
more evident as the book comes to a close, bueénker parts of the book are used to build up its
significance. Throughout the book, we see thatstlne shines on Pearl quite often, but never on IHeste
Then, in chapter 18, we see Hester and Arthurrtglia the forest. After deciding to go to Englamdi dive
as a family (Arthur, Hester, and Pearl) there, Bletstkes off the scarlet letter, to show that sheoi longer
bound by it. Hawthorne writes that after she h&eneoff the letter, All at once, as with a sudden smile of
heaven, forth burst the sunshine, pouring a vergdlinto the obscure forest, gladdening each gieaf
transmuting the yellow fallen ones to gold, andagleng adown the gray trunks of the solemn trees. Th
objects that had made a shadow hitherto, embodiedtightness noWwThis can be interpreted to mean
that nature is happy with Hester and Arthur (asl el Pearl). According to Natural Law, Hester and
Arthur aren’t guilty, since they are no longer oggsed. Because God has control over nature, Hepjsyh
with them. Although I think this is what Hawthories to convey when he mentions sunshine over and
over, his reasoning is incorrect. In the Ten Conuinagnts, God tells His people it's wrong to commit
adultery. Many people say that Hester and Arthmeneommitted adultery because Hester, in theirdsyin
was never actually married. Even if they wererigse saying Hester and Arthur are not guilty waaitildl
be wrong. Elsewhere in the Bible, God says forinca{sex between two people who aren’t married to
each other) is wrong. Although the sunshine is meansignify nature’s, and, consequently, God'’s,
happiness with Arthur and Hester, the reasoningniolehis incorrect. The Bible says in Matthew 5:45.

for He [God] makethHis sun to rise on the evil andn the goodandsendeth rain on the just andn the
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unjust.” This verse shows that just because God makesuherise or the rain fall for a person doesn't
mean that he likes what they are doing.

The last of the four major symbols in the boolhis forest. Hawthorne writes in chapter foukrt
thou likethe Black Man that haunts the foregibund about us?By saying this, Hester is continuing the
belief of the Puritans in the story, who see thedbas dark, or evil, as the place where the w#dp at
night to have meetings, and a home of the devipaAsible interpretation of why the Puritans made up
things about the forest could be that they weringryo keep the people from the Natural Law — they
wanted people to be subject to the Puritan Lawinktthis is what Hawthorne is trying to get acrdsst,
as with the last symbol and the common interpratadif it, | think he errs in his point. As we dissed in
class, Hawthorne tries to make the Puritans loak §Bor example, in chapter 21, Hawthorne writes,
“Their immediate posterity, the generation next e early emigrants, wore thblackest shade of
Puritanism, and so darkened the national visage with it, tilhthe subsequent years have not sufficed to
clear it up?”) The common interpretation Hawthortrées to get across implies that Natural Law @ensin
the book) is equal to God’s Law, and that the Bogthave all their beliefs mixed up and they're ngro
This is where Hawthorne errs. In reality, PuritaawLis closer to God’s law than is Natural Law, &ssge
it in the book. The Puritans base their law on Gddiw, but the Natural Law portrayed in the boaktis
based on God’s law.

In closing, Hawthorne uses several symbols to aprthemes and ideas in this novel. Each of

these has common interpretations, many of which'ecempletely accurate.



