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Name: _______________________________ Period: ____________ Date: _________________ 
 

CHAPTER-BY-CHAPTER QUESTIONS FOR THE SCARLET LETTER  
 
This is to function as a “reading guide” to help you better understand the novel.  

1. Please closely read the first five (5) chapters in the novel – utilize an annotating strategy that works 
for you (e.g. sticky notes; dialectical journal, etc.). 

2. Then, answer the corresponding chapter questions to check for understanding and explore deeper 
meanings in the novel. 

3. Various literary terms are typed in bold throughout the guide. Pay particular attention to these 
terms as we will use them throughout the year.  

A 1636 Plymouth Colony law required anyone convicted of adultery to 
"wear two Capital letters viz AD cut out in cloth and sowed on theire 
uppermost Garments on their arme or backe; and if att any time they 
shallbee taken without the said letters whiles they are in the Govrment 
soewarn to bee forthwith taken and publickly whipt."

 
Other 

Massachusetts colonies had their own versions of this law. In fact, 
"The Capitall Lawes of New-England, as they stand now in force in 
the Common-wealth, by the Court, in the years 1641, 1642, established 
within the jurisdiction of Massachusetts," proclaim that "if any person 
committeth adultery with a married or espoused wife, the Adulterer, 
and the Adulteresse, shall surely be put to death."  

 
Part I.  

Custom House Introduction (refer to this section in your copy of the novel): 
 
1. Hawthorne included the Custom House introduction in the novel to give the reader insight into what 
event in his life that helped him to craft this novel. Describe this event in detail.  

 
 

Chapter 1—The Prison Door 
Vocabulary:  
Virtue – good quality or trait 
Dark Romanticism (literary time period) – writing that took a pessimistic view of humans and saw the 
potential for evil in all people 

1. Paragraph two explains the typical allotment of land in a Puritan town. What three establishments are 
early accounted for on Isaac Johnson's lot? What does this information tell us about Puritan values?  

2. How does Hawthorne describe the prison? Identify a significant metaphor in the second paragraph.  

3. A pathetic fallacy is a literary device in which Nature appears to understand human feeling and respond accordingly. 
An example is believing that the sun is shining because you are happy, or that a day is dark and rainy 
because you are feeling depressed. Hawthorne employs a significant pathetic fallacy in this opening 
description. Can you locate it?  

4. What grows near the prison? What does Hawthorne say it symbolizes?  
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Chapter 2—The Market Place 
Vocab:  
Ignominy – a disgraceful act 
Iniquity – evil; sin 
Scaffold – a platform 
Pillory – humiliate 
Countenance – facial expression 
 

1. When does the story take place?  
 
2. For what purposes did people sometimes gather in front of the prison door?  
 
3. Who seems especially interested in the punishment that is about to take place?  

4. Pay attention to conversation among the women. What is their attitude toward Hester? Are they 
unanimous?  

5. Note the description of Hester, the novel's heroine. What seem to be her outstanding characteristics? 
What is unusual about her? What do people notice first when seeing her ("the point which drew all eyes")?  

6. Note again the women's conversation. What appears to be their opinion of Hester now?  

7. The beadle's words, "A blessing on the righteous colony of the Massachusetts, where iniquity is dragged out into the 
sunshine," might engender some thinking about values. Does it seem to you that exposing iniquity is worthy 
of a blessing? Do we seem to feel it proper today to expose personal behavior, especially wrongdoing, to 
public view?  

8. What is Hester's punishment that day? What does Hawthorne say about this kind of punishment, the 
kind that does not allow the culprit to hide his or her shame?  

9. What is purpose of contrasting Hester and her baby to "the image of Divine Maternity"?  

10. Pay particular attention to the description of "the man well stricken in years." Who do you think he is?  

Chapter 3—The Recognition 
Vocab:  
Infamy – disgrace 
Sagacity – wisdom; prudence 
Fervor – passion; commitment 

1. Read carefully the second paragraph. Who is the man at the Indian's side?  

2. Imagine that you are this man. What information do you, a stranger to Boston, learn from the townsman 
with whom you talk?  

3. The townsman says that the magistrates of Boston have, "in their mercy and tenderness of heart," 
softened Hester's punishment. What do you think of this mercy?  
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4. For what reason do Governor Bellingham and the ministers speak to Hester? Why does Mr. Wilson think 
Mr. Dimmesdale should speak to Hester? What is Dimmesdale's feeling about this job? Note with care the 
first description of Dimmesdale.  
 
5. What effect do Dimmesdale's words have on Hester? On the baby?  

6. What kind of father does Hester say her baby will have?  

7. Contrast the two ministers' different reactions to Hester's refusal to name her fellow sinner.  

Chapter 4—The Interview 
Vocab:  
Amenable – agreeable; willing 

1. Why did the jailer send for a doctor for Hester?  

2. You ought to know for certain, by the seventh or eighth paragraph of this chapter, just who this man is. 
What clues (in previous chapters) has Hawthorne given you as to his identity? Why, do you suppose, does 
Chillingworth want to keep his identity a secret?  

3. It would be so easy for Chillingworth to kill Hester. Why does he want her to live?  

4. Upon whom does Chillingworth put the blame for Hester's sin? How much is her fault? How much is his 
own?  

5. How much revenge does Chillingworth plan to get on Hester? (A particular line in their conversation 
tells us exactly.) Who is the real object of Chillingworth's revenge?  

6. The paragraph beginning "Never, sayest thou?" if read well, can reveal exactly what kind of person 
Chillingworth is. Read it with a touch of villainy in thy voice and thou must needs quake with fearfulness at 
the plan this misshapen scholar. (Do you see how easy it is to get carried away?)  

7. Hester says something interesting about how a person's words may lead to one interpretation of his 
character and his actions may lead to another. How do Chillingworth's words present him? His actions?  

8. What request does Chillingworth make of Hester? What is his reason?  

Chapter 5—Hester at Her Needle  
Vocab:  
Martyrdom – the act of somebody making sacrifices or suffers greatly (or even, possibly, dying) in order to 
advance a cause or principle 
Intentional Ambiguity – something undetermined/vague in order to open up multiple possible meanings 

1. How does Hester feel upon leaving prison? What does the future have in store for her?  

2. You might wonder why Hester doesn't leave Boston, since it is only in Boston that she must wear the 
scarlet letter. What are her reasons? Be sure not to overlook the most important of them.  

3. What features of Hester's home seem most appropriate?  
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4. How does Hester make a living? In what ironic way does she advertise her skills?  
 
5. Who were the only ones who made no use of Hester's services? Why?  

6. What does Hester do with the extra money she earns ("her superfluous means")? What does this tell us 
about her character?  

7. Hawthorne compares Hester's scarlet letter with the mark on Cain's forehead. If you don't know about 
Cain's mark, you can read about it in the Bible in Genesis 4:1-16. Biblical allusions are not uncommon in 
literature, so a well-read person is familiar with the major stories of the Bible. This familiarity has nothing to 
do with a person's religious beliefs.  

8. What specific "tortures" ("the innumerable throbs of anguish") does Hester endure?  

9. In the penultimate (that is, the next to the last) paragraph of the chapter, Hawthorne begins to suggest 
that there might be some positive feature of Hester's wearing the scarlet letter. What is it?  

10. Describe how Hawthorne uses one of his favorite devices, intentional ambiguity, in the last 
paragraph.  

 

Part II. Now that you’ve read the first five chapters, you likely have some questions or need clarification on 
a few details. Please write down three (3) of your questions/requests for clarification so that we can address 
them when class begins.  

1. ____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. ____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. ____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 


