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Note to the Reader

The introduction below is written to enlighten and 
assist both those who have read previously The Scarlet 
Letter and those who have not. In consideration of the 
latter, spoilers have been avoided in the introduction so 
that new readers may experience the delight of surprise 
and discovery that all good books hold. The introduc-
tion is intended to be a true introduction to the work, 
one that will equip new readers and returning ones with 
background and knowledge that will increase under-
standing and appreciation of the work without giv-
ing the story away. The discussion questions address 
events that occur in the story and are designed for use 
after the section has been read. 

Footnotes are provided to define or explain most 
archaic words and usages. Some of the terms explained 
are repeated throughout the text, but they are defined 
only once, the first time they appear. 
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Introduction 

Introduction to the Author

There is no concept more central to American lit-
erature than the ideal of “the great American novel.” 
Whether such a singular work exists, or there are a 
number of works that might rightly deserve the title, 
surely The Scarlet Letter is near the top of the list. If 
not the great American novel, it is certainly one of the 
earliest contenders. As will be explored in more detail 
below, it is a work of high literary quality that tran-
scends its particular time. First published in 1850, 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s most acclaimed title was writ-
ten while America was still a relatively new nation, one 
in search of an identity and a literature of its own. Like 
The Scarlet Letter, its author embodied the spirit of early 
America: deeply rooted in a Puritan past, straining 
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toward the promise of a new beginning and the freedom 
of democracy. 

Fittingly, Hawthorne was born on the Fourth of July 
in 1804 in Salem, Massachusetts—the center of New 
England, a land still greatly defined by the old England 
from which its settlers came. Hawthorne’s ancestors 
were among those who established the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony two centuries earlier. His great-great-great 
grandfather William Hathorne left England and arrived 
in Salem early in the seventeenth century, becoming a 
prominent figure there, serving as a court magistrate 
and assistant governor. He is noted, too, for his role 
in the persecution of Quaker settlers. One of his sons, 
Nathaniel’s great-great grandfather, John Hathorne, a 
magistrate like his father, earned infamy as one of the 
three judges in the Salem Witch Trials of 1692. 

Hawthorne—who later added the “w” to his last 
name, likely in an attempt to separate himself from his 
family history—wrestled with this legacy, as evidenced 
in many of his works, particularly The Scarlet Letter. 
Living in a time and place that was, on the one hand, 
haunted by the excesses of the Puritan past and, on the 
other, enthralled by exciting new ideas such as those 
spawned by Unitarianism and Transcendentalism, 
Hawthorne seemed to imbibe it all, yet retain none. 
While his notebooks and literary works are filled with 
references to God and display his extensive knowledge of 
the Bible, Hawthorne did not ascribe to any formal reli-
gious doctrine or organization. Nor did he buy into the 
Transcendentalist movement that so many of his peers 
advocated (and that he married into). Perhaps it was 
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this distance from any doctrine that gave Hawthorne 
the ability to see into the depths of our deepest religious 
questions about good, evil, sin, guilt, and the nature of 
true worship—and to express an ambiguity toward it all 
that would increasingly come to mark modern American 
religious experience.

Hawthorne’s father, a sea captain, died while away 
on an extended voyage when Nathaniel was only four. 
The Hathorne family line had declined in wealth and 
prestige since those first generations had settled in 
America, leaving Hawthorne’s widowed mother and her 
three children dependent upon her family for support. 
After his father’s death, they resided at various fam-
ily properties, first in Salem, then in Raymond, Maine, 
then again in Salem where they returned in order for 
Nathaniel to receive schooling in preparation for college. 

At age seventeen, as he prepared to return to 
Maine where he would attend Bowdoin College from 
1821–1825, Hawthorne wrote of his ambition to be 
a writer (and specifically ruled out being a minister), 
even expressing a dream of someday writing that Great 
American Novel.1 After college, Hawthorne published 
(anonymously) his first novel, Fanshawe, in 1828. Its 
low sales led him to destroy all of the unsold copies. He 
then published a number of short stories in periodicals, 
and in 1837, collected some of them in one volume pub-
lished under his name as Twice-Told Tales. This collec-
tion garnered considerable acclaim, including the praise 

1 Randall Stewart, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1948), 11.
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of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (whom Hawthorne had 
met in college) and, later, Edgar Allan Poe.

In 1838, Hawthorne met Sophia Peabody, a painter 
and member of the Transcendentalist community in 
Salem and Boston. Their years of courtship are docu-
mented by copious letters that demonstrate great love, 
fond companionship, and a sweet, chaste passion eager 
for consummation. Needing more stable income than 
his writing provided, Hawthorne delayed their marriage 
until 1842. While, as noted above, Hawthorne did not 
share his wife’s Transcendental leanings, the two were 
well-suited for one another, and their marriage brought 
mutual love and joy for all its years, as well as three 
children on whom Hawthorne doted. The portrayal of 
the child Pearl in The Scarlet Letter is clearly drawn 
from Hawthorne’s experiences with his eldest child, a 
girl of six at the time the novel was published. 

Despite the success of his short stories, Hawthorne 
could not support a family on writing income alone, so 
in 1846, he accepted a government appointment as sur-
veyor and inspector of revenue in Salem. His office was 
in the Custom House featured in the introduction to The 
Scarlet Letter. The Whig party’s win in the presidential 
election of 1848, however, pushed out the Democratic 
Hawthorne, a devastating political, personal, and finan-
cial blow, occurring, too, around the time of his beloved 
mother’s death. His dismissal proved to be a blessing 
in disguise, however, as Hawthorne began work on The 
Scarlet Letter later that year, publishing it in 1850. 

One of the first mass-produced novels in America, 
The Scarlet Letter earned immediate success, with the 
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first edition of 2,000 copies selling out within ten days 
and receiving ample critical attention.2 One reviewer, 
praising Hawthorne and disparaging Puritans in one 
fell sweep, called the novel “a sounder piece of Puritan 
divinity than we have been of late accustomed to hear 
from the degenerate successors of Cotton Mather.” 
Another critic said Hawthorne had “mastered the whole 
philosophy of guilt,” while another effused that sorrow 
and sin “have rarely been presented with loftier sever-
ity, purity, and sympathy.” Not all critics were positive, 
however. One complained the work was too darkly tragic, 
a main point of criticism at the time. So much gloom 
contradicted the prevailing spirit of American optimism. 
Other critics objected to the work on moral grounds, 
fearing that the lesson of the novel was “equivocal” or 
even worse, that it portrayed sin “with all the fascina-
tion of genius, and all the charms of a highly polished 
style.”3 The critical attention, both positive and nega-
tive, established Hawthorne’s reputation as a serious 
American writer. The novel also earned Hawthorne the 
praise and friendship of a younger writer of romances, 
Herman Melville, who, the following year, dedicated to 
Hawthorne his own contender for the Great American 
Novel, Moby Dick. 

Despite the initial success of The Scarlet Letter, 
however, sales diminished quickly. Two more novels 
quickly followed: The House of Seven Gables (1851) and 

2 Stewart, 96.
3 Stewart, 96–97.
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The Blithedale Romance (1852), along with more short 
stories.

Like many of his fellow New England writers, 
Hawthorne was active in the politics of the day, even 
taking various political assignments throughout his 
life when writing did not provide enough to live on. But 
unlike many of his Northern peers, Hawthorne was not 
an abolitionist. Some critics, in fact, have found in The 
Scarlet Letter ways in which the story subtly challenges 
the abolitionist view, seeing Hester, for example, as a 
figure who overcomes through submission to authority 
rather than rebellion. Hawthorne believed that slavery 
was constitutional and would find its natural end apart 
from federal law or civil war. This kind of vision of free-
dom and equality arriving through the course of nature 
(naïve at best) is paralleled in the final scenes of The 
Scarlet Letter, although there regarding not the relation 
between slave and free, but between women and men. 
Such idealism is, perhaps, the strongest display of the 
Romanticism for which Hawthorne is most known. 

Hawthorne’s problematic position on slavery cost 
him politically and personally, especially later in life, 
living as he did in a land overflowing with abolition-
ists. But he benefitted, too, from like-minded friends. At 
Bowdoin, one of Hawthorne’s classmates was Franklin 
Pierce (also an opponent of abolition), who, later, upon 
becoming the fourteenth president of the United States 
(1853–1857), awarded Hawthorne a plumb appoint-
ment as consul in Liverpool, England. The Hawthornes 
spent the next several years in England, then Italy, 
where they saw some of the most notable works of art 
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and culture, and met prominent artists such as Alfred, 
Lord Tennyson and Robert and Elizabeth Browning 
before returning to Massachusetts in 1860, the year he 
also published his final novel, The Marble Faun. These 
travels in Europe likely played a formative part in the 
life of Hawthorne’s youngest daughter, Rose, who later 
in her life entered the Catholic church, founded a reli-
gious order, became its Mother Superior, and opened a 
home in New York City to minister to the incurably sick.

In 1864, while traveling in New Hampshire with 
Pierce, struggling with declining physical and mental 
health, and just shy of sixty years of age, Hawthorne 
died in his sleep. He was buried in Sleepy Hollow 
Cemetery in Concord, Massachusetts, where many of 
his famous literary friends and peers, including Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Louisa May 
Alcott, have also been lain to rest. 

Background of the Work

Hawthorne is one of the major writers associ-
ated with the literary movement called the American 
Renaissance. Others in the movement include Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, 
Herman Melville, Edgar Allan Poe, Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow, Frederick Douglass, Louisa May Alcott, 
and Emily Dickinson. This nineteenth-century move-
ment was largely centered in New England and was an 
attempt by these men and women of letters to help forge 
a new, specifically American body of literature distinct 
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from the new nation’s English motherland. The move-
ment reflected the ideals of the American spirit: human 
potential, the possibilities for the individual, and the 
promise of democracy. It also wrestled against the 
Puritan past that had brought the New England settlers 
from Old England to these shores. 

The Transcendentalist philosophy that emerged in 
this generation corresponded roughly to the Romantic 
movement that had swept across Europe decades ear-
lier. Like Romanticism, Transcendentalism advocated 
an optimistic belief in the innate goodness of human 
beings in contrast to the total depravity taught by 
Calvinism. Likewise, it rejected traditional authority 
in favor of individual experience and emphasized the 
spiritual (“transcendent”) over the merely physical, sci-
entific, or empirical. While Hawthorne moved within 
the Transcendental community, he did not adopt this 
philosophy. Although he can be seen in The Scarlet 
Letter (and his other works) as influenced by the move-
ment’s “spiritual but not religious” ethos, he never shed 
entirely the old Calvinist belief in sin nature, guilt con-
sciousness, and the need for expiation of that guilt.

Still, Hawthorne embraced literary Romanticism. 
Notably, the original title of the work was The Scarlet 
Letter, A Romance. The “romance” is a literary genre 
that goes back to the medieval period. The tales of King 
Arthur, for example, are properly termed romances. 
This genre contributed to the stream of literature that 
eventually came to be called the novel. The term novel 
was already in usage during Hawthorne’s time, mak-
ing his choice to call his work a “romance” instead, 
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essential to understanding what he was attempting—
and not attempting—to do in his work. 

When he wrote The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne was 
writing, not only a romance, but also a historical novel: 
the events of the story are set in the years 1642–1649, 
but the work was published in 1850, 200 years later. 
Even the language of the characters is written to reflect 
the early American vernacular of the Puritans and is 
not that of nineteenth-century America (making the 
novel even more difficult for readers today). 

In many ways, The Scarlet Letter is more like a long 
tale than a novel. Tales, of course, were the genre in 
which Hawthorne had already made his mark. The real-
ism (which directly contrasts with romanticism) associ-
ated with the novel form was not what Hawthorne was 
striving for. Even though The Scarlet Letter draws directly 
on history, including actual historical figures among its 
characters and real details of the time portrayed (such 
as actual accounts of people sentenced to wear letters 
symbolizing their sin), what is most real about the story 
is its psychological, spiritual, and symbolic truth—not 
the believability of its plot. The strength of the plot is 
its intricate unity. Every element is so tightly woven 
together that to remove one thread would unravel the 
whole. This, again, reflects its similarity to a tale. 

Even so, The Scarlet Letter is a slow-paced read. It 
must be read attentively and savored for it to have its 
full effect. There are, to be sure, moments of high drama, 
but one must read through many detailed descriptions 
of settings, clothing, and internal ruminations. These 
descriptions are part of the action, however, and they 
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should not be skimmed over as the narrator uses these 
descriptions to offer important interpretive clues and 
commentary.

The introductory chapter, “The Custom-House,” has 
frustrated readers since its publication. The connec-
tion of this introductory essay to the story that follows 
isn’t obvious on the surface, but a closer look shows 
that it is related both structurally and thematically. 
Structurally, this introduction establishes the persona 
of the narrator of The Scarlet Letter while creating the 
fictional background for the story that follows. Much 
that is described in “The Custom-House” is drawn from 
Hawthorne’s real life, but it is important to remem-
ber that this part of the book is also a work of literary 
art. Hawthorne masterfully blends autobiographical 
fact with fictional events here just as he does in the 
story proper. “The Custom-House” is a political satire 
of actual events and people (particularly the Whig party 
that had him removed from his customs position) but 
also serves to create the frame narrative for the story 
that will follow. The narrator claims to have found the 
actual scarlet letter “A” along with a 100-year-old man-
uscript written by a surveyor named Jonathan Pue giv-
ing an account of Hester Prynne, which the narrator 
attempts to re-create. Thus, The Scarlet Letter retells 
a story that supposedly took place 200 years before, 
its events recorded 100 years later, then re-told by the 
narrator. In this way, it is a story within a story within a 
story. Furthermore, both thematically and structurally, 
the narrator establishes subtle parallels between him-
self and Hester Prynne, both of whom are rejected by 
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those in power and try nobly to rise above their status 
as outsiders.

The Scarlet Letter relies on symbolism more than on 
plot—even more than on setting and character. Symbols 
are often complicated (as they are in this book), so it is 
essential to understand how symbols work. A symbol is 
something—it could be an object, color, gesture, action, 
etc.—that has multiple levels of meaning: a literal mean-
ing and at least one layer of meaning that points beyond 
the literal level. For example, an American flag has a 
literal meaning as a sign for the United States. During 
the Olympics, one would identify U.S. athletes during a 
processional by the flag (as with all of the other nations 
represented by their flags). But the American flag has 
come to symbolize beyond this literal meaning certain 
ideas: freedom and democracy, for example. Similarly, 
a cross has a literal signification as a form of execution. 
But it has come to symbolize the Christian religion. As 
with all symbols, these additional layers of meanings for 
the flag and the cross must be interpreted. (For those 
who despise America or Christianity, the flag or the 
cross might symbolize oppression or degradation, for 
example.) Because symbols entail interpretation, there 
is always the possibility of different interpretations and 
misinterpretation. In this way, symbols are as risky as 
they are powerful. 

There are various kinds of symbols. Three common 
types are cosmic, cultural, and contextual. All of these 
are at play in The Scarlet Letter. A cosmic symbol is one 
that is universally recognized, such as the sun standing 
for day, the moon for night, water for life, and the forest 
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for darkness and mystery. Cultural symbols are those 
understood within a culture, such as the letter “A” sym-
bolizing the sin of adultery within the Puritan culture, 
the color red symbolizing sin, or the scaffold symbol-
izing guilt and punishment. Contextual or authorial 
symbols are those that are assigned symbolic mean-
ing within the context of a work. In The Scarlet Letter, 
these include the suggestive meanings of the names of 
the characters Dimmesdale and Chillingworth. Pearl is 
a name that carries all three kinds of symbolic weight 
in the story. Hester, a variation of the name Esther, is 
easily linked to the Esther of the Bible. Notably, the 
name Prynne was made famous by the English Puritan 
William Prynne who was persecuted and imprisoned 
by the government under King Charles I, even having 
the letters “SL,” for “seditious libeler,” branded onto his 
cheeks. There are so many symbols in the story that, 
like other works by Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter reads 
at times like an allegory. However, the way he uses sym-
bols is so suggestive that many of the symbols—in par-
ticular, the letter “A” itself—have meanings that shift 
and change and cannot be precisely pinned down as 
in a straightforward allegory. Understanding the work 
depends most on being aware of the power and sugges-
tiveness of its many symbols.

Themes in the Work

The centrality of symbols indicates that, ultimately, 
the novel is about the act of interpretation itself. This 
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theme is reinforced over and over in the way the nar-
rator tells the story, so often refusing to say exactly 
what happened or what was said, reporting conflicting 
accounts of what happened, or questioning whether 
something happened at all. Even the prevalence of the 
color gray suggests the ambiguity of many points of 
interpretation (gray symbolizing ambiguity). Perhaps 
this ambiguity is, ironically, the strongest element of 
realism in the novel: The Scarlet Letter emphasizes how 
we seldom agree on who is guilty and who is innocent, 
and how we seldom see or understand events exactly as 
others do. Its pages are filled with moral metaphors that 
urge us to seek a transcendent meaning from the literal 
while refusing to tell us exactly what that moral is.

Of course, the novel has many other important 
themes, ones closer to the surface of the story—and of 
enduring interest (which is why The Scarlet Letter has 
long been a favorite assignment in high school and col-
lege classrooms). The most prominent of these themes 
center on sin, guilt, punishment, shame, love, and 
revenge. It’s impossible to address these ideas in detail 
within an introduction meant to avoid spoilers. But 
readers can enter the narrative knowing that the story 
is a profound exploration of what happens when our 
sins are made public and are punished—and, in con-
trast, what happens when we carry the guilt of secret 
sin that is never confessed, repented of, or expiated. 
Private shame and public shame work in different ways 
on the soul, although each carries its own burden. 

Related to these themes, the idea of new life, new 
beginnings, and even resurrection runs powerfully 
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through the novel, most obviously in the events of the 
plot wherein characters dream of forging a new begin-
ning or starting over in some way. Examining this theme 
helps the reader to make more sense out of the con-
tinual references in the narrative to the Old World and 
its links to the New World, as well as the similarities 
and differences between the current generation within 
the story and the ancestors which the narrator often 
draws attention to. Related to this larger backdrop, it 
is helpful to consider the trajectory of each of the main 
characters: which ones rise, which fall, which find new 
life or redemption—and why or why not.

Reading The Scarlet Letter as a Christian Today

It’s easy to think of the novel as a cautionary tale 
about adultery because that is the obvious sin that pre-
cipitates all of the events that occur, even before the 
story opens. Of course, the title of the work leads to 
such an emphasis as well. Yet, just as the symbolic 
meaning of The Scarlet Letter “A” changes throughout 
the course of the story, readers, too, must look beneath 
the surface level sin. Is adultery the only sin at play in 
this drama? Was it the first one, or did other sins con-
tribute to and follow this one? In this way, Hawthorne’s 
examination of one particular sin becomes a spiritual, 
psychological, and theological exploration of the nature 
of all sin. And while the novel clearly criticizes some 
aspects of his Puritan forebears’ belief and practice, 
in no way does it reject the notions of sin, guilt, and 
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punishment. To the contrary, it arguably shows that 
such things are inescapable aspects of human nature, 
the human condition, and human society. 

One inevitable aspect of human society is its insti-
tutions of authority. The Scarlet Letter emphasizes 
three main institutions of authority in this community: 
church, government, and scientific (or medical) author-
ity. While the narrative makes no attempt to reject these 
institutions entirely, it does demonstrate the problems 
when such authorities are abused or when there is 
insufficient separation between them or accountability 
for them. In terms of religious authority in particular, 
Christian readers should closely examine the dynam-
ics at play between Hester and the various ministers 
she interacts with. Although the term “spiritual abuse” 
would not have been in Hawthorne’s vocabulary as it 
is in ours today, those interactions invite us to discern 
the ways in which even proper religious authority can 
be misused or even abused. Furthermore, as modern 
Americans raised, as we have been, within a democratic 
ideal that claims all people are equal, it is easy to over-
look the ways in which human beings are not equal in 
all ways, especially when it comes to power dynamics. 

These realities at play in the story also ask us to 
consider another theme in the work, that is, the some-
times-subtle difference between accountability—which 
is good for all who are concerned—and revenge—which, 
Romans 12:9 admonishes us to reject, for vengeance is 
not love.

Love, too, is an important theme in The Scarlet 
Letter, not just romantic love, but also the power of 
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the love between parent and child, the necessity of love 
between husband and wife, and the role of society in the 
love between individuals. Because the novel deals with 
adultery, it asks us to consider seriously whether the 
strictures placed by society or religious belief on sexual 
love can or should be abandoned without consequence.

This tension between the individual (or individu-
als) and the power structures in place points to another 
important theme in the work. While not outright reject-
ing the inevitability of social customs and norms, 
Hawthorne raises questions about how all entities of 
power—whether governmental, religious, or social—can 
serve as sites of individual formation, submission, and 
resistance. 

Hester, for example, is formed by her community. 
She both submits to it and resists it. Her role is not 
only that of a human citizen and sinner, however, but 
a woman. The novel offers a detailed portrayal of what 
it means to be a woman in this community, not only in 
the character of Hester, but in all of the women: the reg-
ular women of the town who would punish Hester more 
severely than the authorities do as well as the woman 
who is presumed to be a witch. Women in this society 
basically have the choice between being a “goodwife” 
or a “witch,” an age-old dichotomy that takes different 
forms but is nevertheless engrained across time and 
culture. Yet, Hester stands outside this dichotomy. She 
is an outcast, yet—in adherence to the Puritan work 
ethic—makes a way for herself through her fine needle-
work. Eventually, the narrative says, “The Scarlet Letter 
was her passport into regions where other women dared 
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not tread.” Even as an outcast, she develops a kind of 
authority that most other women in her world will never 
gain. This point is emphasized in the last paragraphs of 
the novel, but raised earlier in chapter 13, which cen-
ters on the possibilities of “a different view” of Hester 
despite the “long hereditary habit” which is easily mis-
taken over time for “nature” rather than merely custom:

.  .  .  the same dark question often rose into 
[Hester’s] 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 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. She discerns, it may be, such 
a hopeless task before her. As a first step, the 
whole system of society is to be torn down, and 
built up anew. Then, the very nature of the oppo-
site sex, or its long hereditary habit, which has 
become like nature, is to be essentially modified, 
before woman can be allowed to assume what 
seems a fair and suitable position. 

Distinguishing human custom from nature and 
eternal law is the challenge we always face, no mat-
ter where or when we live. In this way, we all work in 
“the custom house.” This is a challenge especially cru-
cial for Christians as we strive to live in the world, not 
of it. Of all people, Christians are called particularly to 
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distinguish what is eternally true from what is mere 
tradition or custom.

Of course, Hester is not the only outcast in this soci-
ety. Nor is she the only one who lives by different rules. 
The Puritan men form the center of this world, but oth-
ers inhabit it with them. The Indians, for example, have 
knowledge that plays a part in the plot and outside 
perspectives that provide competing interpretations for 
actions and characters in the main story. The seamen, 
too, are depicted as ones who don’t follow the same 
rules and whose trespasses are willingly overlooked by 
the powers that be. In this society, as in all societies, 
there are insiders and outsiders. What determines such 
status may (or may not) have been different in the world 
of the novel, but it is instructive for us today to consider 
these characters as insiders or outsiders in hopes of 
opening our eyes more to such dynamics in our own 
world. 

Finally, a fascinating element for modern Christians 
to consider is the way in which the natural and the 
supernatural merge in this story. As explained above, 
Hawthorne was explicit about the fact that he was writ-
ing a romance, a work characterized by good and evil 
in their stark forms, touched by the supernatural ele-
ments, and relying heavily on the power of symbols. But 
there is more than an air of truth in Hawthorne’s vision. 
Although writing amidst the growing skepticism and 
humanism of his own nineteenth century, Hawthorne 
harkens back to an earlier system of belief in choosing 
to depict an enchanted world. It is a world that not only 
believes in sin, guilt, and the possibility of (and need for) 
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redemption, but also one in which the devil, witchcraft, 
and miraculous signs are almost as certain as food, 
water, and clothing. This is why the heavy description 
throughout the novel is important: it is laden with tran-
scendent meaning and significance, as in these lines 
describing the reunion of two characters, who are very 
much alive but described in terms of life after death:

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, but 
now stood coldly shuddering, in mutual dread; 
as not yet familiar with their state, nor wonted to 
the companionship of disembodied beings. Each 
a ghost, and awe-stricken at the other ghost!

Throughout the narrative, in offering explanations 
for some of the strange events in the story, Hawthorne 
provides natural and supernatural explanations, 
refusing to come down on either side. In that refusal, 
Hawthorne invites readers to consider what they are 
willing to believe—and not believe. The action in the 
story is little (though dramatic) because Hawthorne 
sees a world in which the real action is all around us 
every day, in the infinite works of God’s creation and in 
the unfathomable workings of the human heart.




