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PREFECE

Since my firslt reading of The Scarlet Lebter, I have wantoed to know

why it is considered such a controversial masterplece and to ascertalin

2

I hove utilized all the aveilsble nineteenth centuxry criticisme, but
only the major ones from the tventieth century. In additlon to rewsding

the criticlsms eited, I perused a great dezl of miscellaneocupn mater

U

al

g.u

Tor information concerning the setting snd hisgborieal backiround of

The Scarlet Letter,

Chapter I gives a concise picture of the historiecal setting of The

o
£ I

Scarlet Letter. Cheplers II, IIX, IV, and ¥ present in chronological

Py

order the major criticisms of The Scarlet Letber from its date of

publication to the present, Chapber VI presents a cousengus of the

troads in the critical reputation of The Scaviet Lettex.

I would like to aclmovledge wmy indebtedns

Coluwbia Univergity, for the loan of material uged in this rssearch.

sy glncere thenks to Alton P. Juhlin, Oklahoma
brarian, vho go graclously and liberally aided ne

7

to ny adviser, Dr. Cecil B. Williaus

geruine intevest and his invaeluable congtiuctive criticism.
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CHAPTER I

THE SCARLET LEITER AND ITS HISTORICAL SEITING

The American public was pleasantly surprised when Nathaniel
Hawthorne published The Scarlet Letter. The United States was a com-
paratively new nation and had not produced many recognized literary
masterpieces., To be sure, Cooper!s works were being widely read in
Europe as well as in America, but up to the mid-nineteenth century,
Burope had produced most of the famed novelists. In 1898, Henry James
gtated that The Scarlet Letter was the finest plece of imaginative
writing yet produced in the country and that there was a consciousness
of this in the welcome that had been given 1t.'

Before 1850, Hawthorne had made several attempts to write a good
novel, Some of his attempts had resulted in Fanshawe, Seven Tales of
My Native Land, Twice Told Tales, and Ethan Brand, He was depressed
because he had not produced a piece of literature that would attract
the publie's attention,?

The story has been related that James T, Fields, hearing that
Hawthormwasillin&alem,wenttoc}llonhimmdfomﬂﬂawthome
hovering near a stove in an upstairs room on Mall street., Fields began
conversing with Hawthorne about his future prospects of producing a
good novel for the press., Hawthorne was in a despondent mood and

lgenry James, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New York, 1899), p. 111,
2Ibide, Pe 3he



answered him, "Nonsense, who would risk publishing a book for me, the
most unpopular writer in America?" Fields said, "I would." He then
pressed Hawthorne to reveal to him what he had been writing., Hawthorne
shook his head and firmly insisted that he had produced nothing., Fields
caught sight of a chest nearby where they were sitting, and it immediately
occurred to him that hidden away in a chest drawer was one of Hawthorne's
mamuseripts. He charged Hawthorne with this fact, but still Hawthorne
would not admit the truth of the accusation. As Fields was departing
down the stairs, Hawthorne stepped into the entry with a roll of manu-
script in his hands and said: "How in heaven's name did you know this
thing was there? ., . . It is either very good or very bad—I don't know
which," On his way up to Boston, Fields read the draft of The Scarlet
Letter, was delighted with it, and encouraged Hawthorne to finish it,>

A short time later, Hawthorne wrote to Bridge that he had read the
final chapters to Sophia., He said:

It broke her heart, and sent her to bed with a grievous headache
which I look upon as a triumphant success. . . . Some portions of the
book are powerfully written; but my writings do not or ever will appeal
to the broadest class sympathies. « « « There is an introduction to this
book giving a sketch of my Custom House life, with an imaginative touch
here and there, which may, perhaps, be more widely attractive than the
main narrative, The latter lacks sunshine, ete. To tell you the truth,
it is . . . positively a hell-fired story, into which I found it almost
impossible to throw any cheering light.4

On February 1, 1850, Hawthorne finished The Scarlet Letter. Within
six weeks the book was off the press, and almost immediately was called
for., For the third edition the type was reset and stereotype plates

were made.s Probably one reason that the book sold so quickly was the

JMark Van Doren, The Best of Hawthorne (New York, 1951), p. 427.
41bid., p. 428.

3James, Nathaniel Hawthorne, p. 34



wide divergence of opinions. Some were delighted with it while others
were shocked by the beld thema.e

The first edition of two thousand copies sold out in ten days.
Three thousand copies had sold within a month and six thousand copies
two years later, If six thousand copies were sold at seventy-five cents
per book, Hawthorne's royalty of ten per cent was only four hundred and
fifty dollars.7 This was not a large amount to receive for a master-
plece during a period of two years, but it was a larger sum than
Hawthorne had received for his other literary productions,

The public was apprehensive on the appearance of The Scarlet Letter,
but at once the makers of literary reputations fastened upon the geniua
ofﬂawthorne; As Evert Duyckinck said, "The Scarlet Letter was a
palpable hi.‘li."8

Hawthorne was forty-six years old before he gained his long-delayed
success. Henry James has expressed the feeling of many of Hawthorne' s
readers, both eritics and laymen, in the following lines:

But what a grievous pity that the dullness of this same organ
should have operated so long as a debterrent, and by making Hawthorne
wait till he was nearly fifty to publish his first novel, have abbre-
viated by so mch his productive career,?

Hawthorne was amazed to realize that he was no longer the most unpopular
writer in America but probably one of the most famous and certainly the

most widely dimsaed.m

6I'bid.

7David A, Randall and John T. Winterich, "One Hundred Good Hovels,"
Publisher's Weeldly, CXXXVII (Mareh, 1940), 1182.

gvert A, Duyeldnck and George L. Duyckinck, eds., Cyclopedia of
American Literature, IV (New York, 1856), 503.

James, Nathaniel Hawthorne, pe 34.
107114,
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What sort of book was this that so quickly brought its author from
the obscurity and semi-obscurity that he had long labored under? Perhaps
this gquestion deserves an answer as part of the logical introduction to
a detailed study of the reputation that the book has gained through the
years,

Hawthorne had been mulling over the idea for The Scarlet Letter a
long time, In a historical tale of 1837, "Endicott and the Red Cross,"
he had recorded the legend of
e » « 8 young woman, with no mean share of beauty, whose doom it vas to
wear the letter A on the breast of her gown, in the eyes of all the
world and her own children, And even her own children knew what the
initial signified, Sporting with infamy, the lost and desperate
creature had embroidered the fatal token in scarlet cloth, with golden
thread and the nicest art of needlework; so that the capital A might 1
have been thought to be Admirable, or anything rather than Adulterous.
Seven years later, Hawthorne made this entry in his notebook: "The life
of a woman, who, by the old colony law, was condemned always to wear the
letter A, sewed on her garment, in token of her having committed adul-
tery,"? Five years later, he began to write the story. It hed lain
twelve years in his mind while the material was clustering about it that
1% would need to make 1t shine as it shines today.l?

Hawthorne's subjeect is not only adultery and not only what the
symbol means, but how the symbol gains significance. This aspect of
the book is gained by Hawthorne's pointed use of a problematic symbol,

a lettar.]"* In the opening chapters, the scarlet 4 is the object of

1Yan Doren, The Best of Hawthorne, p. 428.
121p14.

L1pia.

Ligharles Feidelson, Jr., Symbolism and Americsn Literature
(Chicago, 1952), p. 10, =



hundreds of eyes, Hester is not the only cne who wears the symbol, if
wearing it is synonymous with discovery and absorption of its meaning,
for Dimmesdale wears an invisible A stamped upon his heart and mind,
gymbolizing the sin he has committed. Aa Mr. Wilson reads to the crowd
his discourse on sin with continual reference to the scarlet letier,
the minds of the crowd are confirmed in the Puritan thought and the
real Hester is an adultarass.ls

Hester, standing before them, is caught in their vision of the
world, As she looks down at the letter on her bosom and touches it with
her fingers, she feels that this hostile society and its judgment upon
her are "her realities," At the same time her point of view of the
pillory is one wholly different from that of her judges. Although she
cannot withstand the pressure of the surrounding Puritans, the view of
life that she will later attain is foreshadowed by the images of these
stern people. As time goes by this symbol has a powerful effeet upon
her being., Hester escapes the Puritan world by taking the letter te
herself, extending the "lawlessness of adultery into her hasbits of
thought, and re-shaping conventional values into her own 1’3811157."16

The world's law was no law for her mind, . . . She assumed a
freedom of speculation . . « which our forefathers had they known it,
:ﬁeﬁ;ﬁﬁ-ﬁ to be a deadlier crime than that stigmatized by the

Arthur Hobson Quinn said:

She alone thought of others. Dimmesdale and Chillingworth

thought only of themselves and found unhappiness. She worked for the
ill and the needy, and in time her disgrace became her distinection,

151p14,

1114,

X
7Hathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter (Boston, 1929), p. 55.



It never became her glory, for in the Puritan atmosphere that would
have been impossible, but Hawthorne granted her the greatest reward
that he igrmits any of his characters—-that of regaining her owm self-
respect. i

For all the seeming compliance with the doetrines of the Puritans,
the symbol has rendered much to her, and she inhabits a realm quite
different from theirs, She was twice blessed because of the mercy that
she showed to those who had scorned her,

Williams stated that the slender thread of narrative in The
Searlet Letter is no great affair as to originality or complexity,?
As Hester is on the scaffold, she recalls her home in England, and
Pearl is the constant reminder of her youth; Dimmesdale in a similar
fashion xfemambera the days of his youth, Hester recognizes on the
outskirts of the crowd the slightly deformed figure of her wronged
lmsband, who is bent on revenge, The story portrays a clear picture of
these lovers and Chillingworth, too, who married Hester to mitigate his
loneliness., A1l of these delicately conveyed memories give body to the
story, and as one reads it, he realizes "that he is studying no timid
trio reared in a fantastic theology, but rather three high-minded
persons facing dilemmas as ancient and as recurrent as all common
axperiences.“m

Hawthorne wrote in an apparently effortless fashion. According to
Stanley T« Williams,

s o ¢ it is too easy from the time that one mingles at the prison door
with the hooded women and the men in the gray steeple hats until one

18
Arthur Hobson Quinn Fietion Historical and Critical
Survey (New York, 1936), p: l%. o T

19stanley T. Emm, "Nathaniel Hawthorne," Literary History of
%%30 t A%M [Robert E, Spiller, et al., eds,/ (rev. ed., New York,
» Pe 4250

mIi?i\-:. » p. 4%.



stands beside Hester Prymne's grave, to undervalue Hawthornme's superb
interfusion of fact and fancy in the story.

Williams said that there is no heavy-handed intrusion of theological
doctrine of loc.;.ﬂ. custom, "“Church, priest, sermon, court of justice,
and mesting house are here, but all are incidental,">

Williams stated that the Puritan mechanisms, such as the emblazoned
A, are not inherent in the tragedy but represent only an era which might
have counterparts in twentieth century conventions. The sting of the
story lies not in the church laws which are given no special emphasis,
but in the pangs of consclence which not even the Puritans have monopo-
lized., The sin and its consequences could happen in any age.>~

According to Arthur Hobson Quinn, the great moral lesson of The
Scarlet Letter is all the more effective because it is not stated. It
is the futility of human punishment for crime., The penalty imposed
upon Hester Prynne has no great effect, The scarlet letter had not
fulfilled its purpose. She was not redeemed by society's remedy, but
by her own character. MNeither is Arthur Dimmesdale's self-inflicted
punishment to any avail, His mortification of the flegh, his veiled
attempts at confession give him no relief because he will not share the
guilt with Hester.> The punishment of ome individual by another is
shown to be futile, for when Roger Chillingworth has driven Dimmesdale
into confession and death, he not only feels that his victim has escaped
him, but that his own life has been built upon revenge and that revenge

in the end has won an empty victory for him, Mr. Quinn said that the

lebidc’ Pe 427«
22"11—113”3, Pe 42?0
23Quinn, P 136.



novel seems to be the very incarnation of the voice of God saying,
"Vengeance is mine, "%

Williams said that Hawbthorne had intertwined the following subtle
moral cquestions in The Scarlet Letter and characteristically provides
ug with no definite answers:
Was Chillingworth's capitulation to marriage for which he was unsuited
a sin? If this is true, is not his punishment in hideous diserepancy
with his fault? Or was his anterior absorption in learning his prineipal
error? Why does his plan of revenge upon Dimmesdale, upon whom his hate
increases, grow into sbnormal love? How can we explain the fact that
Dimmesdale's descent to his doom seems to begin with Hawthorne's favorite
question from Bunyan at the gate of Heaven, in a spiritual attraction
for Hester? Why does his cowardice in not acknowledging his fault
exalt hin to heights of moral counsel to his people? Why does the con-
fession of guilt free Hester from remorse? Why does the whole experience
enrich and dignify her nature? Contemplating this regenerative power of
sin, which so absorbed Hawthorne in his later study of Donatello in The
Marble Faun, can we wish the evil undone?25

Examination of the evidence indicates that there has been a wide
divergence of opinion in the criticism of The Scarlet Letter as to its
literary qualities, including plot, style, theme and characterization
since the book was published a little more than a century ago. It began
at once to establish a reputation as an outstanding American novel, and
it hasg continued to be regarded as that. However, it has not always
been equally esteemed, or for the same things by everybody at any one
time. The purpose of this thesis will be to show how its reputation
has varied with different critics in the same period and also from

period to period.

2hrpia.
25Hi]_‘l.ians, Pe 427.



CHAPTER II
CRITICISMS OF THE SCARLET LEITER (1850-64)

In spite of the fact that the general public accepted The Scarlet
Letter, there were from the outset those who eriticized it for its
boldness and crudeness, A scandal was caused among many of Hawthorne's
readers because of the theme which he hed used in the book, The Custom
House officials were stirring up a furor in Salem, and on March 21,

1850, the Whig party's eltitude was represented in the Salem Register.
They saild that Hawthorne, who was a Demoerat, was merely sneering ab
their commnity by the use of an adulterous theme in The Scarlet _Lo_tm.l
Their opinion is eclearly represented in these words:

Is the French era actually begun in our literature? And is the
flesh, as well as the world and devil, to be henceforth dished up in
faghionable novels, and discussed at parties by spinsters and beaux,
with as lmﬁh unconcealed relish as they give to the vanilla in their
ice cream?

Actually the Salem conspiracy was of the greatest advantage to
Hawthorne, Throughout the nation newspapers echoed the indignation
expressed by William Cullen Bryant in his Saturday Evening Pogt: in
dismissing H=wihorne, President Taylor had violated a pledge., The news—

papers linked the name of Hawthorme with that of the President of the

lRanda11 Stewart, Nathaniel Hawthorne (New Haven, 1948), p. 99.

%4, F. Chorley, "The Scarlet Letter," The Athenaeum, No. 1181
(June 15, 1850), 634.
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United States to the advantage of Hawthorne rather than of the President.
According to H, H, Hoeltje, no other writer in the history of American
literature had ever received equal puhlioity.3 He said that when The
Scarlet Letter appeared, its author's nmne was known wherever news-
papers were read., With its publication, "Nathaniel Hawthorne was the
best-known writer of prose fiction in Amrica.'l'

Not only had Hawthorne achieved fame in America, but also his
creative genius was recognized abroad. It was this recognition of his
genius that prompted Hs F, Chorley to sgy in the Athenaeum:

We rate him among the most original and peculiar writers of
American fiction, There is in his works a mixture of Puritan reserve
and wild imagination, of passion and deseription, of the allegorical and
real, which some will fail to understand and which others will positively
reject, but which to ourselves is faseinating, and which entitles him
to be placed on a level with Brockden Brown and the author of Rip Van
Winkle,?

Hawthorne moved as an equal among a few of the best spirits of his
time, The impression which he made upon them may be traced in the
journals of Longfellow, Emerson, Fields, Melville, Holmes, and several
others. However, although Hawthorne made a notable impression upon the
men named and a few other slighter figures, he did not seem as eminent
to the public between the publication of The Scarlet Letter and the out-
‘break of the Civil War as he seems when viewed from the twentieth
contury.6

It wvas a common opinion among many of the critics that there was

34, H, Hoeltje, "The Writing of The Searlet Letter," New England
Quarterly, XXVII fséptenber, 1954), 345. S

41bid.
3H, F. Chorley, The Athenacum, No. 1181 (June 15, 1850), p. 634e
Oark Van Doren, The American Hovel, (New York, 1926), p. 109,
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no writer who better combined the picturesque elements in writing than
Hawthorne, As one critic so aptly stated:
His style may be compared to a sheet of transparent water, reflecting
from its surface blue skies, nodding woods, and the smallest spray or
flower that peeps over its grassy margin; while in its clear yet
wntariq}a depths we espy rarer and stranger things, which we would
examine,
The book was sustained with a more "vigorous reach of imagination, a
more subtle instinet of humanity," than any of his most successful
previous works.s

Herman Melville wrote of Hawthorne in The Literary World:
Now I do not say that Nathanlel of Salem is & greater man than William

of Avon, or as great. But the difference between the two men is by no
means immeasurable, Not a very great deal more and Nathaniel were

verily William,

And of Twice Told Taleg and The Scarlet Letter the same critic averred:
"there are things in those two books which had they been written in
England a century ago, Nathaniel Hawthorne had utterly displaced many of
the bright names we now revere as mthority."m

Longfellow attributed this praise to The Searlet Letter:

TnHewthorne's Searlet Letter," North American Review, CXLVII
(July, 1850), 146. .

A Suphe Scarlet Letter," Littells Living Age, XXV (April 27, 1850),

InHawthorne and His Mosses," The Literary World, CLXXXVI (August 24,
1850)’ 145. 5

101134,

Cf. Leon Howard, Herman Melville (Berkeley, 1951), p. 160.
In November, 1942, Willard Thorp, Princeton University, attempted to
prove that Melville never reviewed The Scarlet Letter in The Literary
World, but that Duyckinck wrote the article., In 1951, Leon Howard
stated that Melville had written the letter while visiting the Duyekinck
brothers. They agreed with Melville that the manuseript should be
altered to attribute it to a "Virginian spending July in Vermont" rather
than to Melville for personal reasons,
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Live ever sweet, sweet book! It comes from the hand of a man of genius,
Everything about it has the freshness of morning and May, These flowers
end green leaves of poetry have not the dust of the highway upon them,
They have been gathered fresh from the secret place of a peaceful and
gentle heart, There flow deep waters, silent, ealm and cool, and the
green leaves look into them and God's blue heaven. The book, though in
prose, is nevertheless written by a poet, He looks upon 2ll things in
the spirit of love, and with lively sympathies; for to him eternal form
is but tﬁ representation of external being, all things having a life
and end.

After the publication of The Searlet Letter, Oliver Wendell Holmes
remarked:
He hag done it and it will never be harsh country again . . « 2 light
falls upon the place not of land or seal How mmch he did for Salemi

Oh, the purple light, the soft haze, that now resis upon our glaring
New Englandl He hag done it, and it will never be harsh couniry again.lz

The reading of The Scarlet Letter seemed to affect Moncure D,
Conway in much the same way that it did Holmes:
I cannot describe the effect of that book on me further than to say that
against the shadow it cast on my sunlit vision I saw defined a new cause
to be added to my list: the angel with the scarlet letter on her breast,
giving sympathy and counsel to the sorrowful women who sought her,
agsuring them that at some brighter period a new truth would be revealed,
in erder to establigh the whole relation between man and woman on a
surer ground of mutual happiness.l3

A11 of these eritieisms made by Hawthorne's contemporaries are a
complete antithesis of those made by Emerson. Emerson was not an
enthusisstic reader of Hawthorne's and was in no way reluctant in saying
so., Elizabeth Peabody in an effort to enlarge the social circle of

Hewthorne, attempted to "bring Emerson to his knees," and compel him to

- )J‘lleningale Cook, "Nathaniel Hawthorne," Belgravia, XIX (November,
1872), 75.

Robert Cantwell, Nathaniel Havthorne, The American Years (Now
Yﬂrk’ 1948)’ Pe MZ-

Lronoure Dy Gonvay, "My Hewthorn rience," Critie, XLV
(i, vty y "My e Experience,
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become an appreciative reader of Ha:uthome.l"* Enmergon was so conscious
of the deep tone of melancholy in The Scarlet Letter that he was said to
have gone about at one time telling people not to read Hawthorne's
books.t> At one time he supposedly remarked of Hawthorne: "Nathaniel
Hawthorne's reputation as a writer is a very pleasing fact because his
writing is not good for anything, and this is a tribute to the mln."l6
At another time he was to have stated that "He holds a dark steed hard,"
but that the steed had a way of taking the bit in his mouth and bringing
Hawthorne to wonder what his genius had done for him,' On the day
after Hawthorne's funeral, Emerson wrote in his journal: "I have found
in his death a surprise and disappointment. I thmghthimagroatarm
than any of his works betray, that there was still a great deal of work
in him, andthathemighiom'mamuawmrpwm-.-m

The Thomas DeQuincy family were ardent admirers of Hawthorne and
enthusiastically enjoyed his works., In 1850, after the publieation of
The Scarlet Letter, Miss DeQuincey wrote to a friend that she and her
father were rabid admirers of Hawthorne, She wrote:

There is no prose writer of the present day, in whom I have half the
interest that I have in him, His style is in my mind so beautifully

14pnne Russell Marble, "Gloom and Cheer in Hawbhorne," Critic,
XLV (July, 1904), 28. -

1prancis Gribble, "Hawthorne from an English Point of View,"
Critic, XLV (July, 1904), 62.

mf'ama Perry, The Heart of Emerson's Journals (Boston, 1909),
pt -

17
Moncure D. Conway, "The Secret of Hawthorne," The Nation
LXVIII (June 30, 190%), 509. g ;

ms)faﬁ: 4. [merson, The Barly lears of the Saturday Club (Bosten,
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refined, and here is such exquisite pathos and quaint humor, and such
an awfully deep knowledge of nature, not that hard, unloving, detest-
able false reading of it that one finds in Thackeray.l?

Mary Halleck Foote, a girlhood friend of Mrs. Hawthorne, had never
known a book that drew forth such a variety of criticism, It seemed
to her a wonderful bock full of "genius and thrilling power." Yel she
thought that it was a painful book to read and was stummed by its
relentless honesty,<"

According to H, F, Chorley in 1850, Hawthorne did a skillful job
in administering the touch of the fantastic befitiing a period of
society in which ignorant and excitable human creatures conceived each
other and themselves to be under the direct rule and governance of the

"Wicked One or some type of evil apd.rits."al

He believed that Hawthorne
had done an excellent job of presenting the misery of each of his
characters, The misery of Hester is portrayed in every page. Chorley
thought that Hester's terrors concerning her strange elfish child
present retribution in a form which is new and natural, Her slow and
painful purification through repentance is crowned by no perfect happi-
ness, such as that which awaits the decline of those who have no dark
and bitter past to remember, The gradual corrosion of the heart of
Dimmesdale under the insidious care of her husband is appalling,2?

Chorley said that we are not satisfied that passions and tragedies like

8319cm11ne Ticknor, Hawthorne and His Publisher (Boston, 1913),
Ps .

®DRobert Centwell, Nathaniel Hawthorne, The American Years (New
York, 1948), p. 440.

2y, F. Chorley
(June 15’ 1850); Pe é

*rbid., 635

"The Scarlet Letter," The Athenseun, No. 1181
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taught him such peycholegy of human nature., He also gaid that Hawthorne
does not drav merely upon vhalb he gees and hearg for degeripbion, bus
hag the ecapacity for grasping en idea and brooding over it uwntil it

LT
_J’()
becones *hllo soph

crivicized, One eritic renmarked thet Hawvbhorpme's delineation of Hester
2 1 2 ARV 2 i g - 377 7 . . - 3 gl & . _ .

in her 1ife of penance is mosterly. He has attached a mygtic shadov

to her dwelling. Children toc young to undershband why she should be

shut out from society, creep clogely enough to behold her doing needle~

work, working her gerden, or cleaning the yasrd; and then nobicing the

}_,..l

gecavliet

letter on her breasst, scamper off with fear. She stands apart
from moral intercsts, yet close beside then, 1ike a ghost that re-visits
the familiar Tireside, and can no longer nake 1t elf seen or feltI®

Hawthorne has portrayed her as heing an average 11d1v1aual and werely

one asmong the many; yet he has given her a certain alir thal sets he

o

iividual that one meets overyday in the common walics

In 1853, ¥r. Henry T. Tuckernon stated that this wunigue romance

be congidered ag an artisilec exposition of Puritanism as modified

- by Hew Bagland colonlal life, Mr., Tuckerman stated that in truth to

costumes, loeal manmers, and scenic feabures The Secarlet Lebiter is as

relisble as the best of Seobt's novels. Tuckerman thought that in the
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thie dmprossion in most of hie novels of heing ’Ye.ieh'bdll and morally -
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agsicned® ag he did in The § .

One cribic hag zaid that the book forcaed itself inko aceep tance

and atbentior wery the suthorts s ne fawiliar to the

realing © L Mea hody, but
took everybody capbive;" its powers could x resisbed 4 Mosh of
the critics aating

T I i PR i 4. L R e =
o)y J.,h; Searlied uf\.}'ﬁw that mekes us

ever though we mey b

:
LA NI
SHO0Y a

In 1860 Samuel Bmiles sald that we see the mystery of Hester

end her disgrace o every oo the book, She i¢ sbrangely con-

arl. We ave held by the sceme of lisgter

F'Iv‘ _1 -
Faithhloss

. P4 t.“.n‘ RN
9O0 8 DLOTIIG 0L 1

wronged husband silently seeling his revenge unawers of those sbout hin

1!6

sxcept Hester

Handall Stewart related that objections to the intense and un-

. R T £ e e e e
relieved gloom of the shory wore

Hathaniel Hoawthorne,” The Atlantic Mopthly, IV (May

~
-
s
[
<
L
g
2
o
e}
7t
L)

401p3a.

ted in Charles Y. Houlbon,
v and American Aunthors,

46 “Sermicl Swiles 3, Brief Ziosravhies, ss ow
ed., fne Library of Litsr

VI, p. 353.
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e eubordination of axtornal incidents to inward events, Hawthorane

s

rolicd alnost entirely for the interest of his shory
lone within the mind of his characlers. [He v

=

gre one bonth metber znd nine ¥

b

seconl choracteristic is connzeted with the £

of the ingiv

gusl soul he combines a far deeper
5 s 18023 far ] 2
lews which govern the individual goul u.5

n 1862, Mra, Fenny Aiken Rortright urobte in a lebter to Hawbhor

[

that shoe believed that The Scurdeb Lether would endure “as long as the

leaguage in whick it ic uwritten and sbould that lancuage becone dead,
the book would be tracelat ds"ﬁs Hawthorne enjoyed many appraisals such
as this before his desth in 1864. On the vhole the majority of the

early criticisms were favorable toward The Scarlet Lebtter.

51
T8 athaniel Hewbhorne," Atlantic Monthly, V (May, 1£60), 618.

5
E"Ibid‘

52 . . e 13 L
72 Julian Hewthorne, Uatheniel Hawbhorne and His Wife {Boston,
138&/&) 2 P' 35‘[‘"




CHAPTER ITI

CRITICISIIS OF IRE SCAFLET LETTER (1864-90)

One of the remsrhable aspects of criticisms on The Scarlet lLetler

between 1664 and 1890 is the predominance of British comments in

faent

relation to American, To be sure, this is not portieularly surpricing,
for British interest in Amerdcan litereture had been inecreasing rapidly.
During the late fifties, the number of articles on American literaturc
v i . ) . L \ . s et 4

in the British nmagasines doubled.” It was in this period that the
irportation of American books in Eagland beecame so great thet critical
attention to them was unavoidable. There was a slight dropplng off in
the number imported durlng the Civil War, Afterwards there was a con-
stant increage, zo that ths nineties produced the gveatest amount of

hdecording to Clarence Fohﬂew, the better critlcal circles of

a

America regarded Enerson ag the outstanding writer of Awerica, bukb

J

Hewthorns wag proclained the ardist. Siduey Colwvin described hinm ag

one of the masters who in his English, hag seemed claspical with ths

voval of Huwbhorne was alwost universal in the British

critical cirlss albter 1830,

1. o o - s s
Clarence Gohdcw, Amerlc%g Liserature iu Mincteenth-Lentury Enoland

(¥ew York, 1944), p.138.



Gohdes said that so far as the quantity of books was concerned,
the readers of the United States, for the century as a whole, were more
numerous than those of the British Isles. However, for limited periods
certain American works were read more in England than in Ameriea,
Uncle Tom's Cabin, Dred, Hiawatha, and The Scarlet Letter had a larger
gsale in the British Isles within a year or two of their first puhlieat:lon.‘f'
Similarly, for limited periods, the critical approval of certain American
asuthors was more enthusiastic abroad. Hawthorne, Cooper, Bret Harte,
Mark Twain, and the humorists in general, were examples of this group.”
Hawthorne's The Searlet Letter was not given as much attention
in America after Hawthorne's death as it had been during his lifetime.
As the imagination of the American turned to the new frontier, the
country as a whole became enlivened by the spirit of demoeracy of the
period. At the same time the romantic impulse was heightened by the
disillusionment with the middle-class economic status and by a scientific
temper that came to demand more reality in the writing. This was the
age in vwhich the people wished to break with Buropean tradition and do
their own thinking., Emerson's individualism together with his keen
sense of perception prepared him to be the spokesman of the new move-
mamt.6 Obviously, at this time the eritiecal approval of Hawthorme,
the romanticist, was not as enthusiastic in America as 1t was in Europe,
Julian Hawthorne, Hawthorne's son, writing near the end of the
period and considered later in this chapter, concluded that Hawthorne's

41bia.
SIbid., p. 141.

6g. E. Leisy, American Literature (New York, 1929), p. 151,
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al In hunpanity,

[ S it e T8 I [N,
he never choge ovil fovr his study from a

NS T T L TN N N S SRR e e - [P T,

sald that eothing couldd excesd the warity,

arlet Letbsy is o Y"delicacy, not of nay one seene, bub pervaeding
the eutlre ghory with a sugtsined tone thed conld be achieved only by

! nﬁ.”lé

a mind in which the Mighest delicacy of feeling is anative and in

R A N4

This saps eribic thought that Hawthorne's works congidered asg s

3

whole were deficlent in wheb might be called arehitectural strueture,

There geened to be ¢ laeck of converging wnity., He belisved LThat
Hawthornals grestest defliciency in writing The Scarlet Letter wes his

failure to embrace ia one grasp the geene, characters, circumstances
ai their developmeats. ¥Ue described each ag 2 disbinet nait relaled to
the others only Ly the moral and splritueal bond which he had created for .

1
them,

According to a critic in the Horth British Heview, 1868, Hawthorne's

writing {loved in e "placld, gentle rill, always sweet.” He suid of

language is concerncod, thers ave fsw w“it@:r that
of awe and welrd-like mystery with so simple, bub
nguage. He builds hig magic edifice 11tw small
'ut disposed with such cuﬂulﬁg art, that others
seous would he felt to ba vul lgar ¢ aﬁ ogtentatious

WO1nia,, 178,
Y1pia., 192.

Erpia,, 175,
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in The Beerlet Letter
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opme 1ight of ideality wpon hds charactors. thorne cbgerved that

the

in sccordance with his cun wview ol thelr wvergd ¢ with vesard to

b nebure,  Oook goid w0ine nhereb;

&

their relationzhiy vl

dueed au atmosphere of enchentment which the fwerican romancer needed
in his unovels.

Cook nude a

delicate and clesr imeginabion, power of minubte ehservation and

"i‘uauhmi el Hawthorne'!'s Life and Writings," London Quarterly and
Holborn Review, XXXVII (Ocﬁober, 1871y, 78.

S e . " (95 ‘s
“Keningale Cook, “"Wathaniel Hauthorne," Baleravia, XIX (v'ove abor,

A AR Yl




knouletGge of nature, and soft, yet forcible ways of zpecch.

]

=2

paring Hewthorne to anobther English author, Ceok stated that Hawthorne
god Dickens hed o common faculbty of painting somber pieturss. He
believed that Dickens had a greater pouer of stamping bis pietures upon
the reader's mind, but vhonever the treatment of a subjeet which called
for real mothos was needed, Hawthorme drew his readers into a higher and

clesrer light than did Dickens. Cook thought thot Hawbthorune's I

@

Scerlet Letber was mystical in style, but not obseure or colorlesg
aad thet he was too hard upon himself ia the following eriticism: "The

bool, 1 you would sec anything in it, requires to be zead in the

e
ne
SuNs .L.L...pr »

During the latiber part of thizg pevlod, American and Eaglish critics

i

begen bo analyze The Searlot Letber {rom the standpoint of its psycho-

logical value, Ome critie, writing for the Argogy, stated that
Hawbhorne wag no hoero-uorshipper, tubt that he saw too clearly into
homen nsture and detected its scany places touo easily to be a seanti-~
9
menbalist in any form.
In 1872, Stephen Leglic observed that Hauthorne's idealism in The

Scorlet Letter 4id not consist in portraying the reflection of deep
-~ o i Pig

emotion through vulgar objects, but that he deseribed the strongest

-

K
pasgions by indivect tonches and und ler a side-1i ght.“g Esverend

fl1pia., 74.

d .
28y, A. Bilathaniel Hauthorne in Undress," Argogy, XII
(February 5 115.

o

“Stephen Leslic, "Nathauiel IHewthorae,® Cornhill Magazine,

RINVI Eceem er, 1872}, 727,
2 2




31

o

Dimmesdale, vho was reverencsed by o congregation unaware of his

16
[k
oo
e
i)
e
E’h

<

who vag watched constuntly by the diabollicsl Chillingworth, was

. 20 e e - s , )
gbriking figure. Ko yielded undey pregoure oo bthe tewpbation of
escaping fron the geene of jorture to be with Hesber. A he roburncd
Iren the weeting he hed a glrapge ezporience in which he was bempted o

do zome evil deeds. According bo Leslis, the mode of setiing

agony of a pure mind blemished by an irrewmovable blot of sin, was

. -

undoubtedly impresgive to the imeginstion in a high degree; yot Leglie

said that he was inclined Lo thiuk that a poet of the

. X . .
would nazve produced the effect by a more direct means.3 Hawthorne

A4id not couvey to his readers so much the yure paszlon ag he did the

effects of it. e was more iaterssted in the psychological problom
than moved by sympatby Loy the despalring pergons. The readar wag noved

£y

to pity for Dimmesdele, bub he vay alse interested in hin as an experi-

ment in acalytl

In 1875, Goosgoe Barnett Smith said that The Scarlet Letter was the
33
greatest embodiment of remorse ever aenicved,”” In 1379, Anthony
Trollops was deeply lmpregsed by lHewthorne's litersry ascelaim because of
The Scarlel Letior and sxpressed his feelings in these words: ‘YHe will

heve plunged you 1nto melancholy, he will have overshadowed you with

A“

inia., 7:9.

Fpie., 728,

sy

e

Smlth, “Hathunlel Hawbhomne," Poots aond Hovelists
Houlton, ed., The Ldbracy of Latereary Ceiylcism

\morican Authors, VI (ilew York, 1940), p. 355.
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period everytling that he wrolte v rly welecomed and vead. %2 Both

in Ameriea and in Burope he was ploced awong the leading writers of the
time, and his books were translated and republished all over the con=

. J?l{.{;) ] 2 A 3 3 - 4 : 2 3
binant"™ Fields seid that from thet time on, Hawthorne wag accleimed
with the "Iirst men of his era, end all lendg were sager to do hinm
homage;“AS Hewthorne's rank awong suthors was among the highest;

rted to compars him with thic and that writer of books, both

in Americs snd in Europe, bubt there was no ons Ywreeisely of his
w6
-

[t
_“g)
Q
O

excoptiona

-,

We Lo Courtney stated that the fascination of the mystical would
be difficult for mogt avtigts to snalyze, but that when it wasg kept in
contrel by one with the exguigite sxtistic sense of Hawthora@, it
affected us with an irmmeasursble forc@.y He thought that Hewbthorne's
characters 4id not alvays stand oub with disztinciness, "but that the
the inecidents, the groupling of the accensorieg, the

¥
natural background of color and tone and scenery, were all sdmivabie. 47

Julien Hawbhorne's reaction to the style of The Searlet Lotler was

that it hed not the Yeavpenierls symmetry of a French drsma, but the
€7

spontancous, living symustry of a tree or flover, uwnfolding from the

o . gy 8 .
force wlthlm¢”4 He believed that

James T, Fields, "Hawthorne," The Critic, CXLV (October ¢, 1886),

461bid.,
4%, L. Courbuey, "Hawbhorns'e Reomances," Fortnightly Review, XL
(October, 1836), 516.

48 . - , ,
Julion Havthorne, "Problems of The Scarlel Letter," The altantic

Monthly, LVII (April, 1286), 473.




It coubines the stre:ghh and substance of an osk with the subtle organi~

zation of a roge, and is greab, not of malice aforethought, but inevitably.

The story & t the root of the matter, The resder may chowﬂo his

depth accor g to his inches but only & tall man will touch the bottom. 49
. L. Courtuey, vhose analysis was in sgreement with o mwber of

eritics before and afber his bime, thought that the finest scene of «ll

vag the night vigil of Dismesdele on the seaffold; but that even in this

peone, the effect depended more on the imaginative vividness with which

the pleture was draun than on the suggestion of contrasted feelings.

£

Hawthorae's lnsight into the emotions and the percepﬁioﬂ of the

.

contraste of pagsion gtrike the imaginatior

font

with rare force and magtery.

Courtney thought that one of the finest passsges for this comparison was

the seence in which the minis

returned from a meeting with Hoster and
found that his moral nature had been temporarily perverted. Havthorne
was merely analyzing the power of mental reaction after some strain of

. ) 51
foeling and exeltement.”

S
»’w‘

Couritney declared that the triuvmph of the semi-morbid psychology

of The Scarlet Letter was the ellin child, Pearl, who was so fond of

the gearlet A that she would not go to her mother unless she was wearing
it. Thic was & morbid, yet striking bit of technique.b Courtney

thought that Hawthorne was full of such btouchos, somebimes ingisting on

thom "with an almogt painful enphasis, but rarely exeeeding the artistic
w33

recuirenents of his pletures.n

Sourtney, 521.
Slrnig
Prpia., s522.
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net a general favorite swong the wmost refined beceuwgze of his

%

wrobab

:"T’,‘

3
mysticism, Lawton belleved that the greatest flsw lay in the external

robher then in the spirituel problem of the book.?

fty

. «

Honry James, famous late nineteenth century novelist and critie,

thought that one of the apparent veagons that The Scarlet Letter

~

acnieved fame whea it vwas first published was in the fact that Hawthorne

o

had used o theme that had not been used over and over again by the novel

£ h 4 10 James hag desceribed the theme of Ihe Scarviet

It achieves more perfectly what it attampts and it has about it
that charm, very hard to express, which we find in an ertist's work the
Llde time he has touched his highest mark--a sort of gtraightness and
uralness of execution, an uncongelousness of his public, freshness of
srest 1n his theme,

Joamecg stated that his nrcé st criticisam of the book ig on the
srrangemznt of the characters so thab they appear as so many pictures on
thoe wall that fail to make any contwribution to that which lives and
moves. Aceording to James, the characters do not come cub into reality

ag mich as they should and the interest of the story lies not in then,
1

k‘a

=4

but in the gituwetion vhich ig ingistently kept before us.
James alge thought thal Hawbhorne's use of gymbolism 1s overdone
at timeg; as a result of this, it ceascs to be impresgive. He also

believed that the idea of the mystic 4 imprinited upon Dinmesdalets

brezst in gympathy with the letter embroidered on Hesber's breagt is

1bia
1Gﬁﬂu?y Janea, Nathaniel Hawbthorne (Wew York, 1899), p. 107.
Ibid.

lgI‘{jl(A.’ }Jo 1680
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43

to one hundred snd % n Japanese irperial paper asnd one
copy on velium, printed in France. UWith the ex

the custon Hovge in Salen and Hawbthorne's birtholsce by 6. Graham, Th

Searlet Letter wag illustrated by a Frenchman, i, Robaudi . 4

Froncis Gribble et this related that the theme of bthe book
rather than its merits sccouvnts for 1ts success. He maid thab the book
has long been superseded in its plot bul has nevertheless survived; its

remorselogs drama has kept it that the scene in

. *

which Beverend Dimmosdals denounces hiz ouwn sin iz nob only one of the

gmost poucrful in litersturs, bubt also one which later writers have

initatod. Gribble said that 1t 1o repeated in Les Misovableg, and in

Ilgerables vhers the Magistrate

the comwntless melodramas based upon Las

sz bhe feitters

ir The Searlet Lobier. He gald that Hawbhorne's charvacters are not

ipdividvals exalted inte types, bub types introduced to us as individuale.
He *hau it that Hawbhorne hsd maede no atbempt to individuslize the btype.

One cannot weep for Hester Prynne because one cannct feel that she is

jay

of flesh ard blocd, Sha iz the cmbodiment of an idea. One iz nol made

aware of her suffering and pathog, but of the tragedy of the situation.”

ZLCQralyn Shipman, "Illustrated Editions of The Scarlet Letber,’
Critie, XLV {July, 1904), 49.

’) i - » g g -
Sprancis Gribble, "Havthorne IFrom an En
Critic, XLV (July, 19C4), é5.
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an
eternal wrabbrt.””7 John Macy in 1913 sgreed

word, detail, aod scene of The Scurlet Lelter

To sunm up the consenguz of the criticisms

Tavorabhle znd uwnfavorable, regelved

theo ndverse criticipgms, Hauthorne was highly praised

congtruction and style of the story,

5

rchological penetration into the de

wap criticized mainly for his superficisl charact

uge of symbolism, On the vhole the critics adjudged ©
Scarlet Lebter a masterpiece znd belisved its place in
J

SEGUTE,

the refre

s'i, 15 Cf 1]'1’”*,\

L5

with Halleck that every

place with
perioed, both
rore favorable

for the

ghing theme,

orican litera-
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-~

Herthorae's vomances appeared to Hall more as social documents than

X

romantic tales. The Scarlet Lebter is the isolation of the humesn heart,

p\
f(}.l

&

but Dimmegdale's lsulation depends not on a crime agalnst human nature

gnd & personal love-conflict, bubt on the sense of the growing rift

3

botween hin and soclety, Diumesdale is lost because he has at last

.

rejected the vrue relstionship to soeciety, wvhereas, Hester is saved

.. 30
bacause shs gade no secret of her sin.

bLecording to Leland Schubert, Lhe Scarlel Letter may be thought of

]

31 i
a tragedy.” Henry 4. Beers stated that the greates

dirference betwoen The House of the Seven Gables and The Scarlet Lelbor
32

ig the difference between ronance and trag edy.

In 1944 the popularity of The Scarlet Letter with the reading

rublic, 2s well as the critics, was attributed by Frederick I. Carpenter
to the fact that the novel dealt with '"the timely and timeless nroblen

ey :
#77  Carpenter declared that The Searlet Letber has been con—

Fe)

sidered a classic from the first, but thabt it has lost some of its Monce
perfect qualities’ because the problem of sin has been treated in other
novels with greater realism, He thought the logie to be too ambighous.

’L)

According to him, the imperfection of ambiguity makes The Scarlet Letter

a clagcgle in that it illustrates a fundamental counflict in wodern thaugﬁt.sé

1piqa.

Jpo1s and Schubert, Hauwbhorne, the Artigh (Chapel Hill, 1944), p. 140.
Y '
“)"‘Ibid .

Ty
7 - © o 9 A Ere 3 3 - .
“Frederic I, Carpenter, "Scarlet 4 Hiunus,” College English, V
(Jemuary, 1944), 173.

341015., 174.
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.

heighten the fension rather then o relieve it.°7 Cou iie thought that
the characters are asver stressed move than their signi*icuagg to the

Py

allegory. He believed that the lack of veality of the characters helped

o

raglc nature of the book.*
One of the wecent Hewbhorne crities, Budolph Von Abele, ssserted

that The Sgarled Letber is @ book with flaws, e feels that the flaus

are the moie impoitent bocauuce as a vhole it is the best novel that
— 21
Hawthorne wrote.”

I making a critieal asnalysis of the nowel, he coneluded that the

flaw is in Hawbhorne's obvious, constant engagemeut in the "objechlfl-

cation of its fundamental theme," that the book 1s not concerned with

4Lé

Ut
Fad
&

1 itself, but the dilemma or outcoms of it. Vou hbele also szaw

.

rony in the fact that the elite is distingnished so much from the masses

that Dimmesdsie can not confess his sin as legter did, because he will
poison the elite by hie 2211.47 oo thought that the sueccess of The

p

Searlet Lether rasted on the fact that the vhole book hed becomse a

gymbolic vehicle, The gymbolism docg nol stand in isclation with a

-group of cvenbs collected avound it, but emerges step by step through
4

the novel.*L

Hussell Blankenship remavked in 1948 that The Scarlet Letter is

i Lﬁexandcf Cowic, The Rise of ihe Amcrican Hovel (New York, 1948),
Da 337,

'

A0, o

“Ibid.

A

~Rudolph Von dbele, "The Scarlet Letter: A Reading," Aeccent,
XI (Autum, 1051), 211,

-
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which Aawthorne is cmﬂcera@a.“A it is the study of the fubiliity of

w

dark Van Doren thaet go pordion of the book

.

potent, No obther Lmsyican novel

Hnauvhorae feared that he vas not

iy R NS DU
eonsamporary "for guch

grow gtale suy more the

s o
can wither,”

. . . ; ; 5
moving besause he sow himself in both partiecs to ths war,v””

reader is never permitted to Torgetl

b3

continually carrying his hand cover hig heart. For some novels the

23 irthnr Hobson @uinn, The Literaturc of the Amcrican People
(ew York, 1951), p. 111.

J PIb..L(A-, j_.«o 312.

-

55, - . .
2Mark Van Doren, The Bogt of Hawthorne (Fe

e}
124
Sogeit

5 York, 1951), p. 430.

56 Tn IRyle]
Iﬂld., &y(—-}a();
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selive, bub Havthorne i

of the restrictions

aAf

. TETANYE -
2y T, HWiliiame concluded

Ty gy0 Y
onaraouners

ceens an incarmation of the passion

fecording to Willisma, the sting of the story Iies not in the church
laws which are piven no speclal emphasis bubt in fthe pangs of cousclsnce

&5
which not even the Puritans hed conbrcolled cormd letely.”

gz.  The "eool femiliar

sen BTV paraes o [ — N s
md ¢f Dimmescdale's hypoorisy, the self-

enge, sll these emotilons "traonseend the

$ing in which Hawvthorne had chosen to poritray his

guestions concerning the noral lay,W

ntieth eentury critice are in great disagresment as

SRR <>

Altkough the &

te the literary nerit of tho theme and the realify of the chavacters,

b ey do &ﬁT‘G on the perfectlon of the artistic construction of the book.

E R 31

The consensus of the liter critici

. cwbodied best in this

RSN LR

idea of Arthur Hobson Guimnts:  Hile are not go much cware of the moral

as we are of the art of a wonderful sbtory teller who holds and heightens

anl. athanisl | aytho e, Lit@rary Hig torv of
the Unm;ed States Z_Ro bert X, Szillcr, et al. edu./ (rev. ed., Het WL

19353), s Do 420
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The Secarlet Letber is, zs Hauthorne stated, a dark tale, but iis
mesh of good and ovil ave no’ =zcually gtrong in all its parts. Hawthorne
g o be judged by the book, bubt he too must have

; PR sy , . 71
thought that it was his best book.

The critics have varied in thelr oplnion of the reality of the

he Scarlet Letter. The majority of the tuentieth century

critics have also objected to Hawthorne's congiant use of unvelieved

Jg

leow, The major point upon which they agrees is the literary merit of

h]

the stylistic virtues of Lhe Jcariet Lebler which make it a greatl
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64,

gueh zg the tales of Poe, Hardy's Under the Crcenwood Tree, Edith

, ' 2
T Hawthorne's own short stories. George
ig nothing in msthod or in perception in

> Ffound in Hawbthornel!s best short storiss.

that that which distinguishes it 1s the "union of art

in Hawthorne's practice amd had

developed & pouwer

George Snell ghated that vhen The Scarlet Letbiher is placed besgide

3

some of its Arerican contenporaries such os the Deer-slayer, it becomes
‘& litervery meglerviece. Snell soys thet no book which appeared by the

s

piddle of the cenbury in fmerice, execert Moby Dick, could be compared with

Criticiams of The Scurlet Letber din the twentieth century have not

from those of the nineteexnth century, The mein difference

s

m noy ig that the theme has come $o be recognized as
timeless and universal. Houwever, the aovel has lost some of its
rrestige 1a the literary world because of the other books that have been

wWrithen on the cene theme vhiech objectify it with more renlism, Home of

the precent-day critics declare thot Hawthorne'ls cheractorization is
cuperficial and thoet his characters are too appsreantly used ag ingtru-

mente teo carry cut his ellegoriecel theme., He iz still criticized for

his lack of humor to relisve the gloom of the story. DBut both nineteenth

zorge F. Woodberry, Nathaniel Hsybhorng as quoted in the Library
of Literory Criticism of Lnglioh ond American fvthork, Pe 189,
s of Amerdean Fietion (Mew York, 1947),
kg
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