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Chapter Three

The Forest Scene and Arthur Dimmesdale’s Death Scene
For all the most appalling punishment that she receives from the community,
Hester does not leave the Puritan settlement. Hawthorne suggests that Hester’s stay
can be viewed as a metaphor for women’s awkward place in the patriarchal
community. Women are caught in the trap of wanting this patriarchal community to
protect them and provide for them. Women find their general interests ignored or
stymied in the community, as Hawthorne writes of Hester’s thought about women’s
position in the community:
Indeed, the same question often rose to her mind, with reference to the
whole race of womanhood. Was existence worth accepting, even to the
happiest among them? As concerned her own individual existence, she
[Hester] had long ago decided in the negative, and dismissed the point as
settled. A tendency to speculation, though it may keep woman quiet, as it
does man, yet makes her sad. (SL 165; emphasis mine)
Both men and women are active participants in the very system that nurtures the
community’s successful totalizing theocracy. Persuading the community to abandon
the benefit of fatherhood perhaps will engender revolution. For Hester, such an
attempt will produce no fertile result and can very possibly make her further
discriminated against by the community. For the other women of the community,
Hester is more an indicator of than a solution to their disadvantageous social situation.
Women face a great predicament if they aim to take on the role of a social reformer.
Hawthorne otherwise intends Hester to be an exceptional case. Hester’s strategic
responses to the patriarchal conformity include countermeasures. Hester harbors an

attitude of defiance in obedience. Hawthorne further shows that Hester agonizes over
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such an attitude. She struggles to find an answer to the same dark question about her
womanhood and individuality. “She discerns, it may be, such a hopeless task before
her” (SL 165). The answer is not due until she fully confronts her true feelings.
Hawthorne points out, “A woman never overcomes the problems [with her
womanhood and individuality] by any exercise of thought. They are not to be solved,
or in one way. If her heart chance to come uppermost, they vanish” (SL 166). Hester
has not yet fully understood her heart.

Then, what does Hester has to know about her heart? We may seek to explain
that by examining why Hester chooses to stay while she has a chance to leave the
Puritan settlement. Hawthorne offers two reasons. The first is that Hester has
undergone tremendous suffering on the scaffold, which psychologically compels her
to linger around the place of her trauma. The second is that Hester promises not to
reveal Chillingworth’s real identity and his plan to surreptitiously torment her
paramour and that she cares about her paramour’s safety. The first reason is less
explicable for Hawthorne’s insufficient textual evidence in the novel. Hawthorne
generalizes it as only an act of human nature. As for the second reason, Hawthorne
suggests one factor that underlies Hester’s decision to stay. We may bring this factor
to light by inferring what will happen to Hester if she does choose to leave the Puritan
settlement. Hester is not ordered by the community to stay for further punishment,
and as Hawthorne notes, “[i]Jt may seem marvelous” for the community to give such a
verdict on the sinner (SL 79). If Hester chooses to leave the community, she may
wonder, “Was existence worth accepting ...?” (SL 165) If she can find a satisfactory
answer to that question somewhere else, then, she will definitely be motivated enough
to leave. If she leaves, she is more likely to develop more individuality and

womanhood. Provided that the new place does not have the element that fuels her
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“ethereal essence,” Hester will choose to stay (SL 165). What Hawthorne makes us
think, as he does Hester, is what underlies her “ethereal essence, wherein she has her
truest life” (SL 165-66)? What underlies Hester’s ethereal essence is undoubtedly the
aforementioned factor that determines her stay, that ferments her attitude of defiance
in obedience and that causes her to undergo “a still mightier change” (SL 165;
emphasis mine). Hester knows that this factor bothers her heart and hinders her
speculation. As Hawthorne describes, “Hester Prynne, whose heart had lost its
regular and healthy throb, wandered without a clew in the dark labyrinth of mind,;
now turned aside by an insurmountable precipice; now starting back from a deep
chasm” (SL 166; emphasis mine). Hester actually develops “a surplus of experience,
not independent nor separable from the social construction of reality, but not
contained entirely within its limits” (Briggs 274). She lives in a realm of ambiguity of
her personal experiences where the ethical guides of the Puritan theocracy may lose
its prescriptive forces but not its capacity to torment conscience.

What is the factor anyway? As Hawthorne clearly states, “[W]hy should we not
speak it?>—[She] still so passionately loved [her paramour]!” (SL 193) “Thus, we
seem to see that, as regarded Hester Prynne, the whole seven years of outlaw and
ignominy had been little other than a preparation for this very hour” (SL 200;
emphasis mine). Hester still has passion for her paramour. All those years of Hester’s
prolonged punishment prove the relationship between the scarlet letter and its wearer
at this particular moment:

[A] guardian spirit [the scarlet letter], who now forsook her; as
recognizing that, in spite of his strict watch over her [Hester’s] heart,
some new evil had crept into it, or some old one had never been expelled.

(SL 181; emphasis mine)
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This time, Hawthorne does not advocate Hester’s victory over the scarlet letter, which
has long tormented her. Rather, he is more concerned about Hester’s passion, which
causes her to fall seven years ago and which she has not learned to control. It is not
that Hawthorne detests Hester’s passion but that he has reason to be suspicious of her
emotion of this kind precisely because of the unpredictable turn it may take.
Hawthorne points out that Hester is shaped by this force, which represents a matrix of
the raw impulses of human nature, which contributes to the making of her self, which
IS against the self accepted by the community where to identify an erotic source for
religious behavior and faith is to undermine its integrity of theocracy. We are told that
Hester appears as cold and majestic as one whom passion would never dream to
embrace. This may be what the rigid community dwellers see, but what we see is a
woman of volatile and rebellious vitality whose thoughts “set her free” and who
treads “regions where other women dared not tread” (SL 199). She manages an
appearance of submission, which results from the repression of her true feelings.
Hester’s case typifies the fact that the communal life is so strictly regulated that
one is not permitted to divulge his or her innermost thoughts and secrets. Nevertheless,
her case also denotes that one needs the opportunity to express how he or she really
feels. Hawthorne resolves this conflict in the dark forest where he further criticizes the
Puritan theocracy. For the community, the law is a system of the moral values that
cloaks the interlocking patriarchal power relation. In its execution, it is the means by
which the community can possibly control, shape, and change their collective life to
main their theocracy. Hawthorne designs the dark forest as a place where one can be
free from the strict Puritan life. It seems like a fissure in the Puritan settlement and is
out of the reach of the Puritan law. It is a place where all signs of civilization vanish

and where men and women can freely interact and be themselves. Hawthorne poses
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the dark forest as a sharp contrast to the community by portraying the interaction of
its two visitors—Hester and Dimmesdale.

For the community, the forest is a source of evil. For the two forbidden lovers,
the forest is a source of happiness because it is the embodiment of freedom. Nobody
watches to report their misbehavior. Hester takes advantage of the forest when she
decides to reveal Roger Chillingworth’s real identity and secret revenge. In the forest,
she also reveals “much that she might not otherwise have acknowledged to herself”
(SL 177). Hester lets out her long hidden womanhood during her interview with
Dimmesdale in the dark forest. There, “[h]er 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” (SL 202). At this moment, Hester has changed back to the very
Hester on the scaffold seven years ago. It is clear that Hawthorne has endowed Hester
with such a character that possesses the qualities of being vibrant and passionate. He
characterizes her with the following terms: fantastic, splendid, burning, richness,
fertility, gorgeous, luxuriance, abundant, beautiful, reckless, illuminate, impulsive,
passionate, glowing, etc. We may not forget that the sexual event that precipitates the
story occurs prior to the opening of the novel. If we interpret the novel through
Hester’s character as such, Hester assumes electrifying proportions. She breaches the
community’s collective agreement and then resists the expected effects of her
punishment. The novel seems to vibrate with her menacing vitality. In the forest, her
strong womanhood has cast her beyond the scope of the community’s strict moral
discourse. She is surrounded by and empowered with defiant sensuality that
paradoxically works as a threatening yet protective energy around and within her.

The minister, upon whom the community’s patriarchal power is pretty much
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centered, is “burdened with the black secret of his soul” (SL 143). Before he meets
Hester in the forest, He has tried to eschew a “long, intense, and secret pain” in
several ways, only to discover that he still remains in a “highly disordered mental
state” (SL 155). “[O]vercome with a great horror of mind” one night, he ascends the
scaffold on which Hester stood for public humiliation seven years earlier in order to
unburden himself of his guilt (SL 148). He imagines a scarlet letter identical to
Hester’s burning into his breast “right over his heart” where, as Hawthorne notes,
“there was, and there had long been, the gnawing and poisonous tooth of bodily pain”
(SL 148). The pain of his heart is so great that he cannot help crying out in pain. He
fears that his cry of pain might awaken the townspeople and that they will find him on
the structure of shame. When little Pearl recognizes his suffering and invites him to
appear on the scaffold with her mother and herself at noontime, he can only refuse.
Hawthorne writes, “[A]ll the dread of public exposure, that had so long been the
anguish of [Dimmesdale’s] life, returned upon him. ... [He] shall, indeed, stand with
[Hester] and [Pearl] one other day” (SL 153). Ascending the scaffold does not help
comfort Dimmesdale, for he is not ready to expose his sin. He also feels his existence
through “the undissembled expression” of “the anguish in his inmost soul” (SL 146).
He imagines that his public exposure in the market place will alleviate his mental pain.
His attempt at such a public admission is futile. He uses the stage of his pulpit and the
text of his sermon to relate to his congregation what lies deep inside his heart.
Nevertheless, as Hawthorne points out, the minister knows well that he is a “subtle,
but remorseful hypocrite” and how his “vague confession” will be viewed (SL 144).
Each admission of his sin is interpreted by his congregation to be a lesson of his
deliberate humbleness, which makes him more revered. He reaches for and fails to

achieve “a revolution in the sphere of thought and feeling,” which, he believes, will
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reconstruct his “interior kingdom” (SL 217). Dimmesdale has a secret that he longs to
confess, but his thought of being rejected by the community and his internalized fear
of displaying his interior heart to public view inhibit him from such revelation. No
desired effect is produced by his nighttime vigil or daytime sermon. Eventually, his
secret remains firmly guarded and unknown in spite of his attempts at self-exposure.
The situation changes after Dimmesdale meets Hester in the forest. Contrary to
the reviving energy of Hester’s womanhood, Dimmesdale “looked haggard and feeble,
and betrayed a nerveless despondency in his air, which had never so remarkably
characterized him in his walks about the settlement, nor in any other situation where
he deemed himself liable to notice” (SL 188). Although relatively feeble compared
with Hester, he is no longer pretending to be a strong and ideal figure that the whole
community counts on for the integrity of theocracy. He has been avoiding shame and
been confronted with guilt, but in the forest, he can be true to himself with his fellow
sinner. “[Dimmesdale and Hester] now felt themselves, at least, inhabitants of the
same sphere” (SL 190). Hawthorne comments on the two lovers’ first encounter in the
forest:
It was no wonder that they thus questioned one another’s actual and
bodily existence, and even doubted of their own. So strangely did they
meet, in the dim wood, that it was like the first encounter, in the world
beyond the grave, of two spirits who had been intimately connected in
their former life. ... Each a ghost, and awe-stricken at the other ghost!
They were awe-stricken likewise at themselves; because the crisis flung
back to them their consciousness, and revealed to each heart its history
and experience, as life never does, except at such breathless epochs. (SL

189-90)
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The two lovers see each other as a reminder of their own past history and experience
at this particular moment. They become awe-stricken because they have come to
realize the real self of their own and cast aside the self that they have long pretended
to be in order to fit the Puritan community. The forest is “where the Actual and the
Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with the nature of the other. Ghosts might
enter here, without affrighting us” (SL 36). Hawthorne certainly turns the forest into
“a place of dissolving boundaries and oppositions—between actual and imaginary,
natural and supernatural, past and present. It takes the form of counterhistories,
oppositional possibilities that haunt and trouble the present” (Bellis 17-18). The
internal dynamics of the two lovers’ forest interview lies in how they make
adjustments to those boundaries and oppositions of the Puritan theocracy. Hawthorne
suggests that through a displacement, the two lovers come into another being and
throw off the hackles of the grave Puritan community.

Dimmesdale is tortured and debilitated to the extent that he lacks the strength
necessary to pull himself together. He and Hester meet in the forest and talk for the
first time in several years. Sitting under the tree with his head in her arms, he dreams
of sinking down under the fallen leaves and waiting for death. He is near the point of
suicide. Dimmesdale’s being on the verge of death symbolizes the collapse of the
community’s patriarchal social system that has been firmly internalized in him. He is
no longer maintaining the ideal image that the community attributes to him.
Beseeching her help, he tells Hester how he suffers from “the contrast between what
[he] seem[s] and what [he] [is]” (SL 191). “Even thus much of truth would save
[him]'” (SL 192) Hawthorne attempts to represent the masculine pain that consists
most conspicuously in the heart of the minister and the substantive variations in the

way that his masculine emotionalism is imagined and received. By juxtaposing
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Dimmesdale’s fading vitality of manhood with Hester’s reviving energy of
womanhood, Hawthorne not only articulates the revelation of the minister’s pain and
the path towards its healing but also dramatizes the role reversal between these two
lovers. For the past seven years, Dimmesdale has been looking for someone to whom
he can confess his secret. Hawthorne arranges Hester to be the one upon whom
Dimmesdale can rely to “keep [his soul] alive thereby” (SL 192). That is, Hester
possesses a power greater than Dimmesdale’s and thus takes the lead during the forest
interview:
... the Hester who meets with Dimmesdale in the forest to argue for the
legitimacy of private consecrations is logically more powerful for being
more of a woman, since her power to entice and thus to resolve the love
plot through a new liaison with Dimmesdale only intensifies as she
becomes more representative of womanhood itself. In the forest scene,
accordingly, Hawthorne returns to an emphasis on Hester’s womanly
bloom and luxuriance, underlining in her attractiveness her potential to
actualize her romantic desires. (Tomc 484)

Dimmesdale’s internalized Puritan values are conflicting with his desire to
divulge his secret. Seeing Hester as a reliable person to confide in, Dimmesdale
focuses on the expression of his long-hidden pain and loses his “tongue of Pentecost”
that helps maintain the integrity of theocracy by always systematically conveying the
Puritan values to the congregation. Hester takes advantage of her “powerful
transgressive free-thinking” and “powers of moral reimagination” (Brodhead, School
43). She openly discusses subjects that would never be mentioned in any place other
than the forest. She even tries to persuade Dimmesdale “[w]hat [they] did had a

consecration of its own” (SL 195). Dimmesdale is astonished by that statement and
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tells Hester to hush, but he soon realizes that he is in a place where he freely expresses
his emotions. In the community, Dimmesdale is heavily depended upon, and his
ministerial function is emphasized among many other things.

However, Dimmesdale’s importance is more than just stressed. It is assumed
that he is a communal father who needs only himself and who therefore should have
no emotional need for a shoulder to cry on. It is also impossible for the two lovers to
comfort each other in the community while in the forest, their cares disappear.
Dimmesdale does not maintain his male superiority and implores Hester’s assistance:
“Think for me, Hester! Thou art strong. Resolve for me!” (SL 196) “Hester Prynne,
with a mind of native courage and activity, and for so long a period not merely
estranged, but outlawed, from society, had habituated herself to such latitude of
speculation as was altogether foreign to the clergyman” (SL 199). Dimmesdale thinks
what Hester has gone through makes her strong enough to guide him out of his
dilemma which is the source of his torture. He pleads, “Be thou strong for me! ...
Advise me what to do!” (SL 196) He finally admits that he cannot go through this
ordeal alone. With Dimmesdale’s plea comes a kind of role-reversal. Asking for
Hester’s help, Dimmesdale is no longer sustaining the belief that he is above Hester.
He admits that she is an equal and even that she is above him. Their forest interview
manifests why the community inhibits the display of true feelings, which may
threaten one’s socially oriented role.

Assuming a new position of power, Hester gives a heartfelt, touching speech.
Her eloquence cannot be overemphasized. Hester turns into Dimmesdale’s female
counterpart, speaking with a remarkable resemblance to his sermon. Seeing that
Dimmesdale is “crushed under this seven years’ weight of misery,” she urges him,

“Begin all anew! ... Preach! Write! Act!” (SL 198) The way she urges is very much
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like the way Dimmesdale does during his sermon. Hester articulates her question that,
in a way, shows her criticism of the community, “And what hast thou to do with all
these iron men, and their opinions?” (SL 197) Her answer is obvious, “They have kept
thy better part in bondage too long already!” (SL 197) She makes a more powerful
statement, and upon closer examination, the statement gives unexpected results:
Whither leads yonder forest-track? Backward to the settlement, thou
sayest! Yes; but onward, too! Deeper it goes, and deeper, into the
wilderness, less plainly to be seen at every step; until, some few miles
hence, the yellow leaves will show no vestige of the white man’s tread.
(SL 197)
Hester encourages Dimmesdale to throw off the shackles of the community’s law and
religion. Here, the minister, who is “[a]t the head of the social system” and who is
“only the more trammeled by its regulations, its principles, and its prejudices,” is
swayed by Hester to the decision that he, she, and Pearl will leave the Puritan
settlement (SL 200). “The decision once made, a glow of strange enjoyment threw its
flickering brightness over the trouble of [Dimmesdale’s] breast” (SL 201). He revives
at the moment, ready to discard the Puritan limitations. This is a new Dimmesdale
who considers Hester his “better angel” (SL 201).

Noteworthy is that there is an “almost vampirish transfer of energy” from
Hester to Dimmesdale (Person 134). Hawthorne notes, “Neither can [Dimmesdale]
any longer live without [Hester’s] companionship; so powerful is she to sustain,—so
tender to soothe!” (SL 201) Hester reshapes Dimmesdale from within. Before the
forest interview, the minister has been able to act according the communal
expectation and has “watched, with morbid zeal and minuteness, ... each breath of

emotion, and his every thought” (SL 200). Hester’s romantic and womanly desires
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which are the source of her energy become Dimmesdale’s which make him “a
prisoner just escaped from the dungeon of his own heart” (SL 201). They share the
same desires. These shared desires offer them “the wild, free atmosphere of an
unredeemed, unchristianized, lawless region” (SL 201). A new region for their future
is envisioned by the two lovers in a place created by Hawthorne, with “the excess of
meaning that constantly threatens to disrupt the boundaries of these defined identities
and expose the fiction of any imposed ‘truth’” (Morris 138). Hawthorne creates an
incongruity where the socially identified roles of the two lovers are reversed. He
makes us think where else such an incongruity can take place. Nowhere but in the
forest can a man of high regard in the community pour his soul to a woman who is
shunned by the public for a grave sin. The forest brings out the natural appearance and
natural personality of the two lovers, which are suppressed by the community’s
fiction of any imposed truth.

Hester says to Dimmesdale, “With this symbol, I undo it all, and make it as it
had never been!” (SL 202) The moment she removes the letter, the real Hester
emerges, who has been hidden under a shield of shame. She is not afraid to show her
hair or to display her beauty. The sunlight, which previously avoids her, now seeks
her out, and the forest seems to glow. Dimmesdale, as if empowered by Hester’s
womanhood, has back to life, and he is now hopeful and energetic. The two lovers’
interview makes the forest an ironic contrast to the community which can be harsh
and crippling to their inner selves. Hawthorne turns the dark forest into a brighter
place than the somber community:

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 golden, and gleaming adown the
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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. (SL 202-03)
The forest embodies not only “the sympathy of Nature ... with the bliss of these two
spirits” but also an untying of the knot of the community’s evolution, with
masculinity at center (SL 203). Hester “can be allowed to assume what seems a fair
and suitable position” (SL 165). She has “undergone a still mightier change; in
which ... she has her truest life” (SL 165-66). “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” (SL 165). Hawthorne depicts Hester as the kind of woman who
can transform a threatening dark place into one that “must always create a [sic]
sunshine, filling the heart so full of radiance” (SL 203). He endows her with a special
quality that typifies her:
... no woman has been viewed as more desirable to white men than one
who, like Hester Prynne, is beautiful, strong, silent, self-regulating,
(hetero)sexual, and subversively sinful enough to break the sexual codes
with men who (like Dimmesdale) will also break the codes, as long as
they are not held publicly accountable. This [is the] relationship to and
representation of the “scarlet Woman”—as good and bad, as desirable
because she is physically beautiful and sexually transgressive but also in
need of warning, punishment, and instruction. (Barlow 200)
Hawthorne depicts Dimmesdale as a significant example of how a socially respectable

man can be reformed from within. “[T]he whole system of society” internalized in the
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minister *“is to be torn down, and built up anew” (SL 165). “Then the very nature of
[his] sex, or [his] long hereditary habit, which has become like nature, is to be
essentially modified” (SL 165). Hawthorne creates this natural world for the two
lovers to escape and express their true thoughts, beliefs, and emotions. It is from this
natural world that thoughts and ideas “[overflow] upon the outward world” as does
the babbling brook (SL 203).

The novel is usually read as a story that shows the terrifying religious
aftershocks of sexual transgression. Hawthorne urges us to look beyond that. Sensual
power itself should not be characterized as necessarily good or bad. Hawthorne
suggests that Hester’s true self, or good self, should be but the product of
transforming her raw energy of this kind into more positive, more wholesome, and
healthier channels such as love and religion. To do so, Hawthorne overshadows the
strong power of Hester’s womanhood with the spiritual torment of Dimmesdale, who
is Hester’s fellow sinner in committing the crime of adultery that angers the
community. Hawthorne contrasts Hester’s case with Dimmesdale’s in order to bring

out the results of a still mightier change on an individual as well as social scale.

Hester’s “estranged point of view at human institutions, and whatever priests or
legislators had established; criticizing all with hardly” any “reverence” at all may
have “set her free,” but it has also “taught her much amiss” (SL 199). Dimmesdale’s
“sin of passion,” on the other hand, together with his position in the community’s
“social system,” with all “its regulations, its principles, and even its prejudices” keeps
him “safe within the line of virtue than if he had never sinned at all” (SL 200). It is the
imbalance between what he is and what he appears to be that torments Dimmesdale,
as it is the imbalance between what she appears to be and what she thinks she really is

that enables Hester to criticize the community’s social system. Hester’s subjugation
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by the community is external. Dimmesdale’s illumination is internal though
unacknowledged and inadmissible because of the communal view that forcefully and
violently transforms the minister in the likeness of a rigid and unforgiving man.

In each case, the community’s various theocratic tenets, or other theological,
psychological considerations, may be brought to bear upon Hawthorne’s description
of these two lovers. The two lovers’ suffering resulting from the imposition of the
community’s social ideals on them is no longer the focus of Hawthorne’s depiction.
After their interview in the dark forest, the fact that Hester’s thoughts are still on
earthly love while Dimmesdale is looking toward Heaven is a remarkable contrast that
Hawthorne seriously depicts to dramatize Hester’s passionate assessment of their sin
that “what [they] did had a consecration of its own” (SL 195). Hawthorne aims at a
deeper meaning of their sin. “[Dimmesdale] seemed to stand apart, and eye his former
self with scornful, pitying, but half-envious curiosity. That self was gone! Another
man had returned out of the forest; a wiser one; with a knowledge of hidden mysteries
which the simplicity of the former never could have reached” (SL 223). This
knowledge of hidden mysteries is the true repentance of his sin—the genuine
understanding of the cause of his sin, the essence of his sin, and the impact of his sin
on both himself and the community. This knowledge of mysteries is “better than what
[they] dreamed of in the forest” (SL 254). This knowledge of hidden mysteries is
actually what Dimmesdale tells Hester before his imminent death on the scaffold,
when Hester still passionately hopes that they can “spend [their] immortal life
together” because they “have ransomed one another, with all this woe” (SL 256).
Dimmesdale realizes that Hester is still overwhelmed by her passionate love for him
and admonishes her:

The law we broke!—the sin here so awfully revealed!—Iet these alone be
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in thy thoughts! ... It may be, that, when we forgot our God,—when we
violated our reverence each for the other’s soul,—it was thenceforth vain
to hope that we could meet hereafter, in an everlasting and pure reunion.
(SL 256)
We will discuss how Hester reacts to Dimmesdale’s admonition as such later. For
Hester, this knowledge of hidden mysteries may be something that she has failed to
recognize before and may take time to ferment from now on. If compared with
Hester’s reaction to Dimmesdale’s admonishment, the community’s reaction to
Dimmesdale’s death scene is indubitably of far more concern to Hawthorne at this
moment, as he writes:
The crowd was in a tumult. The men of rank and dignity, who stood more
immediately around the clergymen [Dimmesdale], were so taken by
surprise, and so perplexed as to the purport of what they saw,—unable to
receive the explanation which most readily presented itself, or to imagine
any other,—that they remained silent and inactive spectators of the
judgment which Providence seemed about to work. (SL 253; emphasis
mine)
Hawthorne uses the death scene of this divine figure, who is held to be an ideal
representative of the Puritan faith, to discredit the basic foundations on which the
community is built. The biblical community places their faith in the intellection of the
meetinghouse members, especially the clergy, who have the authority to determine
what to believe in and how to act accordingly. Those men of rank and dignity cannot
help but feel surprised and perplexed about the death scene of the clergyman on
whom much of the community’s religious and political weight is placed—Iet alone

the common people. Hawthorne draws our attention to the following contradiction.
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The authoritative men are unable to explain what they see more clearly and what they
hear more clearly though they stand more immediately around Dimmesdale. As
Hawthorne points out, there is no need for the authoritative men to explain
Dimmesdale’s death scene, for “the explanation ... most readily presented itself” (SL
253). The authoritative men are at a loss and indecisive when what they experience
contradicts their faith, and their faith is thus called into question.
The same situation of uncertainty about Dimmesdale’s death scene, of course,
also happens among the common people, and it is of no less significance regarding
the communal faith, as Hawthorne writes:
[T]here was more than one account of what had been witnessed on the
scaffold. Most of the spectator testified to having seen, on the breast of
the unhappy minister, a SCARLET LETTER ... imprinted in the flesh.
As for its origin, there were various explanations, all of which must
necessarily have been conjectural. Some affirmed that the Reverend Mr.
Dimmesdale ... had begun a course of penance ... by inflicting a hideous
torture on himself. Others contended that the stigma had not been
produced until ... old Roger Chillingworth had caused it to appear ....
Others, again,—and those best able to appreciate the minister’s peculiar
sensitivity, and the wonderful operation of his spirit upon the
body,—whispered their belief, that the awful symbol was the effect of the
ever active tooth of remorse, gnawing from the inmost heart outwardly,
and at last manifesting Heaven’s dreadful judgment by the visible
presence of the letter. (SL 258-59)

The townspeople’s different accounts of Dimmesdale’s death scene with a focus on

the origin of the scarlet letter in his flesh can reasonably be connected with their
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different interpretations of the scarlet letter on Hester’s bosom. These two different
types of the interpretations of the scarlet letter both work to criticize their original
faith in establishing Dimmesdale as an earthly divine figure and in punishing Hester
as a sinner. Hawthorne presents that the townspeople’s faith wavers after they have
understood Hester as a repentant sinner, especially after they have witnessed
Dimmesdale’s death scene on the scaffold. That the townspeople’s faith wavers can be
seen, firstly, in how they treat Hester. There are several phases in their treatment of
her. At the beginning of the novel, it is clear that the townspeople show their stalwart
faith in their strong detestation for Hester when she stands on the scaffold to be
judged. They order that Hester wear the scarlet letter as a symbol of ignominy. At this
phase, the townspeople’s faith is even strengthened by their unanimous treatment of
Hester, from whom they should maintain a distance. Hester takes the initiative in
helping those in need, and as time goes by, some people are unwilling to interpret the
scarlet letter as a symbol of shame but as a symbol with a more positive meaning of
being able. If the townspeople show their faith through their action, then, the
inconsistency in the different phases of their treatment of Hester—the process of
softening their attitude toward her—denotes the inconsistency in their faith.
Dimmesdale has always been regarded as a person with divinity and great
influence ever since his first appearance on Hester’s scaffold scene. His ethereal
image reaches its zenith with his delivery of the Election Sermon, which is exactly
when he becomes more of an angel for the townspeople. Days after Dimmesdale
confesses his secret, reveals the scarlet letter imprinted in his flesh, and dies on the
scaffold, the townspeople begin to offer different conjectural accounts of what they
have witnessed on the scaffold. If their faith in Dimmesdale holds the same, there

would not have been those conjectural accounts of his death scene. Even, as
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Hawthorne writes, “[o]thers, again,—and those best able to appreciate the minister’s
peculiar sensibility, and the wonderful operation of his spirit upon the
body,—whispered their belief, that the awful symbol was the effect of the ever active
tooth of remorse, gnawing from the inmost heart outwardly” (258). What we can infer
from the minister is that his torment is the torment of being unable to share his shame.
His confession on the scaffold is not just a renewal of his spirit but also nothing less
than an act of defiance to Hester’s proposal of a better life elsewhere and to the
communal expectation of him. What we can infer from the townspeople’s conjectural
accounts is that their faith is so greatly shocked (but not to the extent of forsaking it)
that they become more humane and individualistic in expressing their opinions about
the minister’s death scene, instead of automatically worrying that Dimmesdale’s
weird, horrific, and meanwhile saddening dying behavior might pose an enormous
threat to the community.
Those authoritative men, “who were spectators of the whole scene,” and who
are more self-consciously aware of their responsibility for social stability, have
unanimously and authoritatively come to a “singular” conclusion, as Hawthorne
writes (SL 259):
[They, who] professed never once to have removed their eyes from the
Reverend Mr. Dimmesdale, denied that there was any mark whatever on
his breast .... Neither, by their report, had his dying words acknowledged,
nor even remotely implied, any, the slightest connection, on his part, with
the guilt for which Hester Prynne had so long worn the scarlet letter. (SL
259)

The men of authority deem it to be an irreverent thought to connect the minister with

Hester and turn to various rationalizations to avoid comprehending the minister’s
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death scene. As those men of authority assert, Dimmesdale’s death should not, in any
way, be associated with Hester’s sin but should be regarded as a deliberate desire “to
express to the world how utterly nugatory is the choicest of man’s own righteousness”
(SL 259). According them, Dimmesdale “had made the manner of his death a parable
in order to impress on his admirers ... that, in view of Infinite Purity, we are all
sinners alike” (SL 259). It is clear that Hawthorne disputes this viewpoint: “without
disputing a truth [that is, the fact that “we are all sinners alike”] so momentous, we
must be allowed to consider this vision of Mr. Dimmesdale’s story as only an instance
of that stubborn fidelity with which a man’s friends—and especially a
clergyman’s—will sometimes uphold his character” (SL 259; emphasis mine). The
authoritative account, as Hawthorne points out, is an instance of “stubborn fidelity”
“when proofs, clear as the mid-day sunshine ... established him [Dimmesdale] a false
and sin-stained creature of the dust” (SL 259). The highly respectable men’s major
concern is to prevent the community from falling apart as a result of loss of faith.
Here, we can see that the townspeople’s faith is susceptible to the changes around
them and that the men of authority stubbornly and deliberately deny recognizing
Dimmesdale as a hypocrite. Hawthorne clearly discredits the community’s most
divine figure that possesses the most ideal faith and behavior, and further substantiates
his stance on Dimmesdale’s story by offering actual historical account:
The authority [source] which we have chiefly followed—a manuscript of
old date, drawn up by from the verbal testimony of individuals, some of
whom had known Hester Prynne, while others had heard the tale from
contemporaries witness—fully confirms the view taken.... (SL 259-260)
Hawthorne’s presentation of the admitted, unadmitted, or even inadmissible

death scene of Dimmesdale actually divides the spectators into two groups. The fist is
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the majority consisting of those who claim to have seen a scarlet letter imprinted in
the minister’s flesh. The second is the minority consisting of those who deny that
there is any mark on the minister’s breast. We are allowed to choose from the
accounts offered by both groups. Yet, it is clear that we can only, reasonably, choose
from those offered by the first group, because Hawthorne has already ruled out the
account offered by the second. Here, we are offered three conjectural explanations
(from the first group) of Dimmesdale’s death scene. The first explanation attributes
the origin of the minister’s scarlet letter to Dimmesdale himself, who inflicts it by
hideous torture. The second explanation blames Roger Chillingworth for the
appearance of the minister’s scarlet letter, who causes it to appear through the agency
of magic and poisonous drugs. The third explanation assigns the scarlet letter’s
appearance to the physical manifestation of the psychic tooth of remorse, gnawing
from the innermost heart outwardly (SL 258-59). As Hawthorne tells us, “[t]he reader
may choose among these theories” (SL 259). It seems that Hawthorne has already
favored the explanation, as we can tell from the plot of the novel, especially
Dimmesdale’s habit of holding his hand over his heart, Roger Chillingworth’s
discovery in Chapter 10, and Dimmesdale’s own apparent knowledge of the scarlet
letter imprinted on his breast. Indeed, the plot of the novel makes sense if we choose
the right explanation of the origin of the minister’s scarlet letter. Hawthorne’s offer of
choice is not to deny the fact that the existence of all those different interpretations of
Dimmesdale’s own scarlet letter shakes rather than binds the community. As for the
community’s reality/theocracy, Hawthorne’s offer of choice is a significant and crucial
maneuver that brings our attention to the fact that various interpretations are possible
and that these various interpretations are made by the same Puritans who otherwise

always assume that they are absolutely right when it comes to showing judgment. The
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community is shown to differ among themselves to the point of giving different
accounts that remain, if not altogether unacceptable, at least highly disputable.
Dimmesdale’s death means differently for the community, Hester, and
Chillingworth. For the community, Dimmesdale is a divine figure symbolizing the
communal faith, which is brought to its zenith at his delivery of the Election Sermon
because the Election Sermon is a special occasion of great political and religious
significance. Dimmesdale is the object of Hester’s passion, which is also brought to
its zenith at his delivery of the Election Sermon because he has been convinced to
leave the community with Hester and Pearl afterwards. Dimmesdale is the object of
Chillingworth’s hatred, which is virtually “[a]ll his strength and energy—all his vital
and intellectual force” (SL 260). Hawthorne takes a quick turn and designs
Dimmesdale’s death scene to be an anticlimax, which, nevertheless, paradoxically
dramatizes the subsequent reconciliations in the Puritan settlement. These
reconciliations, whether individual or communal, cannot take place without much
cogitation on what Hawthorne summarizes Dimmesdale’s case: “Be true! Be true! Be
true! Show freely to the world, if not your worst, yet some trait whereby the worst
may be inferred” (SL 260; emphasis mine)! In asking Dimmesdale to be true to
himself, Hawthorne recognizes the frailty of human nature and suggests that how to
face or handle such frailty wholesomely is more important than simply repress or
negate it. Dimmesdale’s case can also be applied to the community, Hester, and
Chillingworth. Hawthorne suggests that sin lies in the particular traits of human
nature being wrongly used whether by the community, who represses it, or by Hester,
Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth, all of whom exploit it. The real danger occurs when
trust is betrayed. The community, Hester, Dimmesdale, and Chillingworth betray

themselves.
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A reconciliation between Dimmesdale and Pearl takes place immediately on
Dimmesdale’s death scene. This reconciliation shows a possibility of Pearl being
transformed by a magic “spell,” as Hawthorne writes:
A spell was broken. The great scene of grief, in which the wild infant
bore a part, had developed all her sympathies; and as her tears fell upon
her father’s cheek, they were the pledge that she would grow amid human
joy and sorrow, nor for ever do battle with the world, but be a woman in
it. (SL 256)

Another reconciliation between Chillingworth and Pearl. Because of the bequest of

Chillingworth, who probably also finds that another spell is broken when Dimmesdale

confesses his secret and who is capable of at least one generous act before

death—Pearl becomes “the richest heiress of her day, in the New World” (SL 261). A

reconciliation between the community and Pearl is very possible as a result of Pearl

being made the richest heiress in the New World, as Hawthorne suggests:
Not improbably, this circumstance [Pearl’s status of being the richest
heiress in the New World] wrought a very material change in the public
estimation; and, had the mother [Hester] and the child [Pearl] remained
here, little Pearl, at a marriageable period of life, might have mingled
her wild blood with the lineage of the devoutest Puritan among them all.
(SL 261; emphasis mine)

That is the best arrangement that Hawthorne makes for Pearl “—the elf-child—the

demon offspring, as some people, up to that epoch, persisted in considering her” (SL

261).

What about Hester? She simply chooses to leave. As mentioned earlier,

Dimmesdale’s his admonition for Hester should take time to ferment inside her. We
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may well symbolically see Hester’s absence from the Puritan settlement as
Hawthorne’s intention to provide her a new place where she can really reflect upon
her past. That Hester returns years later can be used to dramatize the change of her
viewpoint about the community, as Hawthorne writes:
[T]here was a more real life for Hester Prynne, here, in New England,
than in that unknown region where Pearl had found a home. Here had
been her sin; here, her sorrow; and here was yet to be her penitence. She
had returned, therefore, ... of her own will, for not the sternest
magistrates of that iron period would have imposed it.... (SL 262-63;
emphasis mine)
The community has also gone through some fermentation because of the story of the
scarlet letter about Dimmesdale and Hester, as Hawthorne points out:
The story of the scarlet letter grew into a legend. Its spell, however, was
still potent, and kept the scaffold awful where the poor minister had died,
and likewise the cottage by the sea-shore, where Hester Prynne had dwelt.
(SL 261)
It is after Hester returns to the community that Hawthorne starts to present a
reconciliation that generates a far more positive change in the community and Hester
respectively. In his description of the new interaction between the community and
Hester, Hawthorne envisions a future promise for the community and shows Hester to
be in a more mature state of mind:
[A]t some brighter period, when the world should have grown ripe for it,
in Heaven’s own time, a new truth would be revealed, in order to
establish the whole relation between men and women on a surer ground

of mutual happiness. Earlier in life, Hester had vainly imagined that she
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herself might be the destined prophetess, but had long since recognized
the impossibility .... The angel and apostle of the coming revelation must
be a woman, indeed, but lofty, pure, and beautiful; and wise, moreover,
not through dusky grief, but the ethereal medium of joy; and showing
how sacred love should make us [women] happy, by the truest test of a
life successful to such an end! (SL 263; emphasis mine)
Hawthorne criticizes the fact that the community’s faith is the naturalization of justice
in a system of moral values that cloaks the patriarchal power relation. He also
suggests that Hester’s justification is not abolish the community’s entire social system
but that her justification is to strike a balance between her previous secret abhorrence
of the community’s system and the community’s patriarchal domination “through the
ultimate power-over relationship of God’s total claim on the Christian life” and
“through the thorough alienation of the person from any self which is not absorbed

into this relationship with God” (Briggs 271).



