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opened, 11nd had the safüfaction to find, recorded by 
the old Surveyor's pep, a reasonably complete explana
tion of the whole affair. There were severa! fool~cap 
sheets, containing many particulars respecting the life 
and conversation of one Hei;ter Prynne, who appeared 
to have been rather a noteworthy personage in the 
view of our ancestors. She had flouri.shed during the 
period between the early days of :Mas.sachusetts and the 
close of the seventeenth century. Aged persons, alive 
in the time of llr. Surveyor Pue, and from whose oral 
te.stiruony he bad ruade up bis narrative, remembered 
her, in their youth, as a very old, but not decrepit 
woman, of a. stately and solerun aspect. It had beeu 
her habit, from an almost immemorial dáte, to go about 
the country as a kind of voluntary nurse, and doing 
whntever miscellaneous good she might; taking upon 
he~elf, likewise, to give ndvice in all matters, especially 
those of the henrt; by which menns, as a person of 
such propensities inevitably must, she gained from 
many people the reverence due to nn angel, but, I 
ehould imagine, wai; looked upon by others ns an in
truder and a nui8nuce. Prying further into the manu
script, I found the record of other doings ami suffering-i. 
of this singular woman, for most of which the render i:, 
reforred to the story entitled "TrrE ScARLET LETTER ;" 
and it shoulcl be borne carefully in mind that the main 
facts of that story are authorized and authenticated by 
the document of l\Ir. Surveyor Pue. The original papers~ 
together with the scarlet letter itself,-a most \lUrioua 
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relic,-are still in my possession, and ehall be freely 
exhibited to whomsoever, induced by the great interest 
of the narrative, may desire a sight of them. I niust 
not be understood as affirming that, in the dressing up 
of the tale, and imagining the motives and modes of 
passion that influenced the characters who figure in it_ 
I have invariably confined myself within the limita of 
the old Surveyor's half a dozen sheets of foolscap. On 
the contrary, I have allowed myself, as to such points, 
nearly or altogether as much license as if the facts had 
been entirely of my own invention. What I contend 
for is the authenticity of the outline. 

This incident recalled my mind, in sorne degree, to its 
old track. There seemed to be here the ground-work 
of o. tale. It impressed me as if the aneient Surveyor 
in his garb of a hundred years gone by, and wearing hil 
immo...tal wig,-which was buried with him, but did not 
perish in the grave,-had met me in the deserted cham
ber of the Custom-House. In his port was the dignity 
of one who haa borne bis Majesty's commission, and who 
was therefore illuminated by a ray of the splendor that 
e!1one so dazzlingly about the throne. How unlike, alas! 
the hang-dog look of a republican official, who, as tht 
servant of the people, feels himself less than the least, 
and below the lowest, of his masters. With his own 
ghostly hand, the obscurely seen but majestic figure hao 
imparted to me the scarlet symbol, and the little roll of 
explanatory manuscript. With his own ghostly voice, 
he had exhorted me, on the sacred conaideration of my 
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6llal duty anti reverence t.owarda him,-who migbt rea
tK,Qably reprd himeelf u my offlcial ance,t.or,-to bring 
bis mouldy and moth-Gten lucubrationa before the pu~ 
lic. • Do this," aaid the ghOBt of Mr. Su"eyor Pue, 
emphatically nodding the head that looked ao impoaing 
within ita memorable wig, " do tbis, and the profit ahall 
be all your own I Y ou will ahortly need it ¡ for it is no& 
in your days as it W88 in mine, when a man'a oftice wu 
a life-leue, and oftentimea an heirloom. But, I charge 
,ou, in tbia matt.er of old Miatrel!II Prynne, give t.o your 
predeceaaor'a memory the credit wbich will be rightfully 
•ue !" And I aaid t.o the ghoat of Mr. Su"eyor Pue, 
• I will l" 

0n Heeter Prynne'a at.ory, therefore, I beat.owed much 
&bought. lt wu the aubject of my meditations for many 
an hour, while pacing t.o and fro acl'OIII my room. or 
traveraing, with a hundred-fold repetition, the long ex
&eot from the front-door of the Cuatom-Ho118e to the 
IÍdHDtrance, and back again. Great were the weari
na and annoyance of the old Inspect.or and the 
W eighen and Gaugen, wh011e alomben were diaturbed 
by the unmercifully lengthened tramp of my pllling 
and returning footatepe. Remembering their own for
mer habita, they uaed t.o aay that tbe Surveyor waa walk
ing tbe qu&rtAlr-deck. They probably fancied that my 
11>le object-and, indeed, the aole object for which a l&D8 

man coald ever put himaelf int.o voluntary motion,
wu, t.o ¡et an appetite for dinner. And t.o aay the truth, 
ID appetite, abarpened by the eut wind that generally 
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and activity of thought, the moment that I stepped 
acro,s the threshold of the Old Manse. The same tor
por, as regarded the capacity for intellectual efl'ort, ac
compnnied me home, and weighed upon me in the cham
ber which I most absurdly termed my study. Nor did 
it quit me, when, late at night, I sat in the desertad 
parlor, lighted only by the glimmering coal-fire and the 
moon, striving to picture forth imaginary scenes, which, 
the uext day, might flow out on the brightening page in 
many-hued description. 

If the imaginative faculty refused to act at such an 
hour, it might well be deemed a hopeless case. Moon
light, in a familiar room, falling 80 white u pon tbe car
pet, and showing ali its figures 80 distinctly,-making 
every object80 minutely visible, yet 80 unlike a morning 
or noontide visibility,-is a medium the most suitable 
for a romance-writer to get acquainted with his illusive 
guests. There is the little domestic scenery of the well
known apartment; the chairs, witb each its separate in
dividuality; the centre-table, sustaining a work-basket, 
a volume or two, and an extinguL,hed lamp; the 80fa; 
the book-case; the picture on the wall ;-ali these d& 
tail,, 80 completely seen, are 80 spiritualized by lhe un, 
Jeual light that they seem to lose their actual substance, 
and become things of intellect. Nothing is too small o• 
too trifling to undergo this change, and acquire dignity 
thereby. A child's shoe; the doll, seated in her little 
wicker carriage; the hobby-borse ;-whatever, in a word, 
has been used or played with, during the day, is now in• 

THE CUSTOM-HOUSE. 51 

inve.sted with a quality of strangeness and remotenea,, 
though still almost as vividly present as by daylighl 
Thus, therefore, tbe floor of our familiar room has be
come a neutral territory, 80mewhere betwcen the real 
wor,d and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imag
inary may meet, and each imbue itself with the nature 
of the other. Ghosts migbt en ter here, without afl'rigbt
ing us. It would be too much in keeping with the scene 
to excite surprise, were we to look ahout us and discover 
a form, beloved, but gone hence, now sitting quietly in 
a streak of Ibis magic moonshine, with an aspect that 
w,:,uld make us doubt whether it had returned from afar, 
or had never once stirred from our fireside. 

The 80mewhat dim coal-fire has an essential influence 
in pr<'<lucing the efl'ect which I would describe. H 
throws its unobtruaive tinge throughout the room, with 
a faint ruddiness upon the walls aud ceiling, and a re
flected gleam from the polish of the furniture. Thia 
warmer light mingles itself with the cold spirituality of 
the moonbenms, and communicates, as it were, a heart 
and sensibilities of human lenderness to the forma whicb 
fanry summons up. It con verla them from snow-imngee 
into men and women. Glancing at the looking-glnl!8, 
we behold--<leep within its haunted verge-the smoul
dering glowof the half-extinguished anthracite, thewhite 
moonbeams on the floor, anda repetition of ali the glesm 
and shadow of the picture, with one remo ve further from 
the actual, and nearer to the imaginative. Then, at 
111ch an hour, and with this scene before bim, if a. man, 
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■itting ali alone, cannot dream strnnge things, nnd make 
tbem look like truth, he need ne ver try to write romances. 

But, for myself, during the wbole of my Custom
House experience, moonligbt and sunshine, and the glow 
of fire-light, were just alike in my regard; and neither 
of tbem was of one whit more avail than the twinkle of 
a tallow candle. An entire class of susceptibilitie.s, and 
a gifl connected with tbem,-of no great richness or 
-ya]ue, but the best I bad,-was gone from me. 

It is my belief, however, tbnt, bad I attempted a dif
ferent order of composition, my faculties would not bave 
been found so pointless and inefficacious. I migbt, for 
instance, have contented myself with writing out tbe 
narratives of a veteran shipmaster, one of the Inspect
ora, whom I should be most ungrateful not to mention, 
since scarcely a day passed that he did not stir me to 
laughter and admiration by bis marvellous gift.s as a 
story-teller. Could I have preserved tbe picturesque 
force of bis style, nnd the humorous coloring wbich 
nature taugbt him how to throw over bis de.scriptions, 
there.sult, I honestly believe, would bave been something 
new in liternture. Or I might rendily have found a 
more serious task. It was a folly, with the materiality 
of this daily life pressing so intrusively upon me, to 
attempt to fling myself back into another age; orto in• 
1ist on creating the semblance of a world out of airy 
matter, when, at every moment, the impalpable beauty 
of my soap-bubble was broken by the rudo contact of 
10me actual circumstance. The wiser efl'ort would havo 
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been to difl'use thought and imagination through the 
opaque substance of to-day, and thus to make ita bright 
transparency; to spiritualize the burden that began to 

. weigh so heavily; to seek, re.solutely, the true and inde
otructible value that lay hidden in the petty and weari
aome incidente, and ordinary characters, with which I 
was now conversant. Tbe fault was mine. Tbe page 
of life that was spread out before me seemed dull and 
commonplace, only because I had not fatbomed its 
deeper import. A better book than I shall ever write 
"'"'.' there; !eaf after leaf pre'"":ting itself to me, just 
as 1t was wr1tten out by tbe reality of the flitting hour, 
and vanishing as fast as written, only because my brain 
wanted the illl!ight and my hand the cunning to tran
scribe it. At sorne future day, it may be, I shall remem
ber a fow scattered fragmente and broken paragraphs, 
and write them down, and find the letters turn to ¡:old 
upon the page. 

The.e perceptions have come too late. At the in• 
etant, I was only conscious that what would have been 
a pleasure once was now a hopeless toil. There was no 
occasion to make much moan about tbis state of afl'airs. 
I had ccased to be a writer of tolerably poor tales and 
eSóllys, and had become a tolerably good Surveyor of the 
Customs. That was ali. But, nevertheless, it is anything 
but agreenble to be haunted by a suspicion that one's 
intellect is dwindling away; or exhaling, without your 
consciousness, like ether out of a phial; so that, at every 
glance. you find a smaller and less volatile re.siduum. 
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the Surveyor brought the Jesson home to himself, or 
admitted that he could be so utterly undone, either by 
continuance in office, or ejectment. Yet my reflections 
were not the most cornfortable. I began to grow mel
.-ncholy and restless; continually prying into my mind, 
to discover which of its poor properties were gone, and 
what degree of detriment had already accrued to the 
remaiuder. I endeavored to calculate how much longer 
I could stay in the Oustom-House, and yet go forth & 

man. To confess the truth, it was my greatest appre
hension,-as it would never be a mensure of policy to 
turn out so quiet an individual as myself, and it being 
hardly in the nature of a public officer to resign,-it 
was my chief trouble, therefore, that I was likely to 
grow gray and decrepit in the Surveyorship, and be
come much such another animal as the old Inspector. 
Might it not, in the tedious lapse of official lile that 
la y befo re me, finall y be with me as it was with this 
venerable friend,-to make the dinner-hour the nucleus 
of tbe day, and to spend tbe rest of it, as an old dog 
spends it, asleep in the sunshine or in the sbade? A 
dreary look-forward this, for a man wbo felt it to be 
the best definition of happiness to live throughout the 
-whole range of bis faculties and sensibi!ities I But, al! 
this while, I was giving myself very unnecessary alarm. 
Providence had meditated better tbings for me than I 
could possibly imagine for myself. 

A remarkable event of the third year of my Surveyor
ehip--to adopt the tone of "P. P."-was the election 
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of General Taylor to the Presidency. It is essential, in 
arder to a complete estimate of the advantages of official 
life, to view the incumbent at the in-coming of a hostile 
administration. His position is then one of the most 
singularly irksome, and, in every contingency, disagree
able, that a wretched mortal can possibly occupy; with 
eeldom ar. alternative of good, on either hand, although 
1
what presenta itself to him as the worst event may very 
probably be the best. But it is a strange experience, 
to a man of pride and sensibility, to know that hi.s in
terests are witbin the control of individuals who neither 
love nor understand him, and by whom, since one or 
the other must needs happen, he would rather be in• 
jnred than obliged. Strange, too, for one who has kept 
bis calmness thronghout the contest, to observe the 
bloodthirstiness that is developed in the hour of tri
umph, and to be conscious that he is himself among its 
objects I There are few uglier traits of human nnture 
than this tendency-which I now witnessed in men no 
worse than their neighbors-to grow cruel, merely be
cause they possessed the power of inflicting harm. If 
the guillotine, as applied to office-holders, were a literal 
fact, instead of one of the most apt of metaphors, it i& 
my sincere belief that the active members of the vic
torious party were sufficiently e:xcited to have chopped 
off ali our heads, and have thanked Heaven for the 
opportunity ! It appears to me-who have been a calm 
and curious observer, as well in victory as defeat-that 
thi.s fierce and bitter spirit of malice and revenga has 



68 THE BCARLET LETTER. 

never distinguisbed tbe man y triumpb.s of my own party 
as it now did tbat of tbe Wbigs. The Democrats take 

- tbe of!ices, as a general rule, because tbey need tbem, 
_ and because the practice of many yesrs has made il 
the law of political warfare, which, unless II di:tlerent 
system be proclaimed, it were weakness and cowardice 
to murmur at. But tbe long habit of victory has made 
them generous. Tbey know how to spare, when they 
see occasion; and when they strike, tbe axe may be 
sharp, indeed, but its edge is seldom poisoned with ill
will; nor is it tbeir custom ignominiously to kick the 
hesd which they have just struck off. 

In sbort, unpleasant as was my predicament, at best, 
I saw much reason to congratulate myself that I was on 
1be losing side, rather than the triumpbant one. If, 
heretofore, I had been none of the warmest of parti
sans, I began now, at this season of peril and adversity, 
to be pretty acutely sensible with whicb party my pre
dilections lay; nor was it without something like regret 
and sbame, tbat, according to a reasonable calculation 
of chances, I saw my own prospeot of retaining of!ice to 
be better than those of my Democratic brethren. But 
wbo can see an inch into futurity, beyond bis nose? My 
own head was the first that fell ! 

The moment wben a man's head drops off is seldom 
or never, I am inclined to think, precisely the most 
agreeable of his life. N evertbeless, like tbe greater 
part of our misfortunes, even so serious a contingency 
hrings its remedy and consolation with it, if the sufferer 
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will bu t make tbe best, ratber than tbe worst, of the 
accident which has befallen bim. In my particular 
case, the consolatory tapies were close at hand, and, 
indeed, had suggested themselves to my meditations,. 
considerable time befare it was requioite to use tbem, 
In view of my previous weariness of of!ice, and vague 
thoughts of resignation, my fortune somewhat resembled 
that Df a person who should entertain au idea of com
mitting suicide, and, although beyond his hopes, r.aeet 
with the good hap to be murdered. In the Custom
House, as before in the Old Mause, I had spent three 
years; a term long enough to rest a weary brain; long 
enougb to break off old intellectual habits, and make 
room for new ones; long enough, and too long, to have 
lived in an unnatural state, doing what was really of 
no advantage nor delight to any human being, and 
withholding myself f:rom toil that would, at least, have 
stilled an ooquiet impulse in me. Then, moreover, as 
regarded his unceremonious ejectment, the late Sur
veyor was not altogetber ill-pleased to be recognized 
by the Wl1igs as an enemy; since bis inactivity in po
litical affairs,-bis tendency to roam, at will, in that 
broad and quiet field where all mankind may meet, 
rather than confine himself to those narrow paths 
where brethren of the same household must diverge 
from one another,-had sometirnes made it question
able with his brother Democrats whether he was a friend. 
Now, afier he had wou the crown ofmartyrdom, (though 
with no longer a head to wear it on,) tbe point migh, 



60 THE SCA.RLET LE'ITER, 

be looked upon as settled. Finally, little heroic 111! he 
WM, it seemed more decorous to be overthrown in the 
downfall of the party with which he had been content 

,~.o stand, than to remain a forlorn survivor, when so 
l¡nany worthier men were falling; and, at last, afier 
~u bsisting for four years on the merey of a hostile ad
m inistration, to be compelled then to define his posi
tion anew, and claim the yet more humiliating merey 
-0f a friendly one. 

Meanwhile the press had taken up my affair, and kept 
me, for a week or two, careering through the public 
prints, in my decapitated state, Jike Irving's Headless 
Horseman; ghastly and grim, and longing to be buried, 
.as a politically dead man ought. So much for my ñgu
rative self. The real human being, all this time, with 
his head safely on his shoulders, had brought himself to 
the comfortable conclusion that everything was for tbe 
best; and, making an investment in ink, paper, and 
,teel pens, had opened his long-disused writing-desk, and 
was again a literary man. 

N ow it was, that the lncu brations of my ancient pred
~cessor, Mr. Surveyor Pue, carne into play. Rusty 
through long idleness, some little space was requisita 
before my intellectual machinery ccnld be brought to 
work upon the tale, with an effect in any degree satis
factory. Even yet, thoughmy thoughts were ultimately 
much absorbed in the task, it wears, to my eye, a stern 
1md sombre Mpect ; too much uugladdened by genial 
ll1lllshine: too little relieved by the tender en<l fomili•• 
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influences which sofien almost every scene of nature and 
real life, and, undoubtedly, should sofien every picture 
of them. This uncaptivating effect is perhaps due to 
the period of hardly accomplisbed revolution, and still 
eeething turmoil, in which the story shaped itself. It 
is no indication, however, of a lack of cheerfulness in. 
the writer's mind; for he WW! happier, while straying 
through the gloom of these stmless fantasies, than at 
any time since he had quitted the Old Manse. Sorne 
of tbe briefer articles, which contribute to make up the 
volume, have likewise been written since my involun
tary withdrawal from the toils and honora of public life, 
a;id the remainder are gleaned from annuals and maga
zines, of such antique date that they have gone round 
the circle, and come back to novelty again.* Keeping 
up the metaphor of the political guillotine, the wbole 
may be considered as the PosTHUlllOUB P APERS OF A 

DEOAPITATED SuRVEYOR; and the sketch which I am 
now bringing to a close, if too autobiographical for a 
modest person to publish in bis lifetime, will readily be 
excused in a gentleman who writes from beyond the 
grave. Peace be with all the world I My blessing on 
my friends ! My forgiveness to my enemies 1 For I am 
in tbe realm of quiet 1 

The life of the Custom-House lies like a dream be
hind me. The old Inspector,-who, by the by, I regret 

* At the time of writing this artic1e, the author intended to 
publish, along with "The Scarlet Letter/' severa.} shorter talee 
and sketcbes. Tbese it has beeo thougbt ad visable to defer. 
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to say, was overthrown and killed by a horse, sorne time 
ago; else he would certainly ha.ve lived forever,-he, 
and all those other venerable personages who sat with 
him &t the receipt of custom, are but shadows in my 
view; white-headed and wrinkled images, which my 
fancy used to sport witb, and has now fluog aside for. 
ever. The merchaots,-Pingree, Phillips, Shepard, Up
ton, Kimball, Bertram, Huot,-these, and many other 
cames, which had such a classic familiarity for my ear 
eix months ago,-these men of traffic, who seemed to 
occupy so important a position in the world,-how little 
time has it required to disconnect me from them ali, not 
merely in act, but recollection ! It is with an effort that 
I recall the figures and appellatioos of these few. Soon, 
likewise, my old oative town will loom u pon me through 
the haze of memory, a mist brooding over and arouod 
it; as if it were no portion of the real earth, but an 
overgrown village in cloud-land, with only imaginary 
inhabitants to people its wooden houses, and walk its 
homely Janes, and the unpicturesque prolixity of its 
rnain street. Henceforth, it ceases to be a reality of my 
Iife. I am a citizen of somewhere else. My good 
townspeople will not much regret me; for-though it 
hns been as dear an object as any, in my literary efforts, 
to be of sorne importance in their eyes, and to win my
~lf a pleasaot memory in this abode and burial-place 
of so many of my forefathers-there has never beeo, 
for me, the genial atmosphere which a literary man 
requires, in order to ripen the best harvest of bis mind. 
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I shall do better amongst other faces ; aod these familiar 
ones, it need hardly be said, will do justas well without 
me. 

It may be, however,-0, transporting and triumphant 
thought '--that the great-grandchildren of the present 
race may sometimes think kindly of the scribbler of by
gone days, when the antiquary of days to come, among 
the sites memorable in the town's history, shall poiDt 
out the locality of THE TowN PUKP 1 
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I. 

THE PRISON-DOOR. 

ATHRONG of bearded men, in sad-colored gsr
ment.s, and gray, steeple-crowned hat.s, intermixed 

with women, sorne wearing hoods, and others bare
headed, was assembled in front of a wooden edifice, the 
door of which was heavily timbered with oak, and 
atudded with iron spikes. 

The founders of a new colony, wbatever Utopía ot 
human virtue and happiness they might originally pro
ject, have invariably recognized it among their earliest 
practica! necessities to allot a portion of the virgin soil 

, 88 a cemetery, and another portion as the site of a prison. 
In accordance with this rule, it may safely be assumed 
ihat the forefathers of Boston had built the first prison
house somewhere in the vicinity of Cornhill, almost as 
lleaSonably as they marked out the first burial-ground, 
on Isaac Jobnson's lot, and round about bis grave, which 
1ubsequently became the nucleus of ali the congregated 
aopulchres in the old church-yard of King's Chapel. 

5 .. 
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Certain it is, that, sorne fifteen or twenty years after the 
settlement of the town, the wooden jail was already 
marked with weather-stains and other indications of 
llge, which gave a yet darker aspect to its beetle-browect 
nnd gloomy front. The rust on the ponderous iron-work 
of its oaken door looked more antique than anything 

• else in the New World. Like all that pertains to crime, 
it seemed never to have known a youthful era. Before 
this ugly edifice, and between it and the wheel-track 
of the street, was a grass-plot, much overgrown with 
burdock, pig-weed, apple-peru, and such unsightly 
vegetation, which evidently found something congenia! 
in the soil that had so early borne the black flower of 
civilizad society, a prison. But, on one side of the 
portal, and rooted almost at the threshold, was a wild 
rose-bush, covered, in this month of J une, with its 
delicnte gems, which might be imagined to offer their 
fragrance and fragile beauty to the prisoner as he went 
in, nnd to the condemned criminal as he carne forth to 
bis doom, in token that the deep henrt of N ature could 
pity and be kind to him. 

This rose-bush, by a strange chance, has been kept . 
alive in history; but whether it had merely survived 
out of the stern old wilderness, so long after the foil of 
the gigantic pines and oaks that originally overshadowed 
it,-or whether, as there is fair authority for believing, 
it had sprung up under the footsteps of the sainted Ann 
Hutchinson, as she entered the prison-door,-we shall 
not take upon us to determine. Finding it so directly 
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on the threshold of our narrative, which is now aboul 
to issue from that inauspicious portal, we could hardly 
do otherwise than pluck one of its flowers, and preseni 
it to the reader. It may serve, let us hope, to symbol
ize some sweet moral blossom that may be found along 
the track, or relieve the darkening close of a tale of 
human frailty and sorrow. 
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T HE grass-plot befo re the jail, in Prison-lane, on a 
certain summer morning, not le:,s than two centuries 

ago, was occupied by a pretty large number of the 
inhabitants of Boston; all with their eyes intently fa:S
tcned on the jron-clamped oaken door. Amongst any 
other púpulation, or at a later period in the history of 
N ew England, the grim rigidity that petrified the 
bearded physiognomies of these good people would 
have augured sorne awful business in hand. It could 
bave betokened nothing short of the anticipated exe
<:ution of sorne noted culprit, on whorn the sentence of 
a legal tribunal had but confirmed the verdict of pub
lic sentiment. But, in that early severity of the Puri• 
tan character, an inference of this kind could not so 
indubitably be drnwn. It might be that a sluggish 
hond-scrvant, or an undutiful child, whom his paren,3 
ltad givcn over to the civil authority, was to be cor• 
rccted at the whipping-~t. It might be, that an An
tinomian, a Quaker, or other hetero<lox religioni.'it: was 
to be scourged out of the town, or an idle anrl "'agrant 
lrnlian, whom thc white man's fire-water had made riot
•ms ubout the s~rcets, wus to be driven with stripes into 
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the shadow of the forest. It might be, too, that a witch, 
like old Mistress Hibbins, the bitter-tempered widow 
of the magistrate, was to die upon the gallows. In 
e~ther case, there was very much the same solemnity of 
demeanor on the part of the spectatol'l:i; as befitted o 
people umongsí whom religion and law were nlmost 
ide~tical, and in w hose charncter both were so thorough
ly rnterfu::1ed, thnt the mildest and the se.verest acts of 
puLlic discipline were alike made venerable and awful. 
Meagre, indeed, and cold, was the sympathy that a 
transgres:,or might look for, from such bystanders, at 
~he scaffold. On the other hand, a penalty which, 
m our days, would infer a degree of mocking infümv 
and ridicule, might then be invested with almost ~ 
stern a .dignity as the punishment of death itself. 

It was a circumstance to be noted, on the summer 
morning when our story begins its course, that the 
women, of whom there were severa! in the crowd 

' appenred to take a peculiar interest in whatever penal 
infl.iction might be expected to ensue. The age had 
not so_ much refinement, that nny sense of impropriety 
restramed the wearers of petticont and farthingale from 
11tepping forth into the public wnys, and wcdging their 
not unsubstantinl persons, if occasion were, into the 
throng nearest to the scnffold at nn execution. Moral
ly, na well as mntcrinlly, there was a coarser fibre in 
tho~e wivcs and maidcns of old English birth and 

. breeding, than in their fuir descendnnts, separated from 
them by a series of six or seven generations; for. 
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throughout that ~hain of nnc:estry, every succe&;ive 
ruotber ~llll trnI1W11tted to her child a fainter bloom, a 
more d~!teate and briefer beauty, n11d a sligbter phy~kal 
frume, if not a charnctcr of le.i.s force and i,olidity, than 
be~ own. The wom~n ~rho were now standing about the 
pr1~n-door ~tood w1th111 le.~ thnn balf a century of' the 
penod wheu the mnn-like Elizabeth had heen the n t 
altogcther uns.uitable repre:;:eutative of the ~ex. Th: 
wc~c her coun~rywomen; nnd the beef nnd ale of thei~ 
native lund, w1th a moral diet not n whit more rcfined 
enter~d lnrgcly into their COIDJ>Ot-ition. The brigh; 
ruornmg sun, therefore, shone on brond i;houldcrs nnd 
well-de,·eloped bu~ts, and on round nnd ruddv check!'! 
that hud ripcned in the far-off islnnd, und h;d hnrdl; 
yet grown pnler or thinner in the ntmosphcre of :Xcw 
~nglan<l. There wns, moreover, n boldne:,;s nnd rotund
tty of ~peech among Jhe,e matrons, ns mo:;t of them 
~cme<l t? be, thnt wo~ld startle us at the prescnt day, 
whether m rc,.pect to 1ts purport or its volume of tone. 

"Goodwivcs," Enid n hnrd-fcatured dame of fifty 
"I'll tell ye_ a piece o~ my mind. It would be greatl; 
for the pu bite behoof, 1f we women, being of mature age 
ancl church-members in goo<l repute, ehould have the 
handling of 1:1uch malefnctres.5es ns this Hestcr Prynnc. 
~Yhat thiuk ye, gos.-;ip$? If thc hussy stood up for 
;udgment before us five, that are now hero in a knot 
togethcr, would "he come off with such a sentence 118 

the worshjpful mngistratcs have nwarded? Mnrry, I 
trow not l" 
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"People sny," said another, "that the Reverend 
MMter Dimmesdale, her godly pastor, takea it very 
grievou~ly to heart that 5uch a scandal should have 
come upon his congregation." 

·• The mngi$trates are God-fearing gentlemen, but 
merciful overmuch,-thnt is a trutb," addcd a third 
autumnal mntron. "At the very lca.--t, they should 
hnve put tbe brand of a hot iron on He.ster Prynne's 
forehead. Madnm Hester would have winccd at that, 
I wnmmt me. But she,-the naughty bnggagc,-little 
will she care what they put u pon the bodice of her gown 1 
Why, look you, she may covcr it with a brooch, or such 
like heatheni:;h adornment, aud so walk the streets as 
brare as ever !" 

"Ah, but," interposed, more softly, a young wife, 
holding a child by the hnnd, "let her cover the mark 
as :;he will, the pnng of it will be nlwnys in her heart." 

"What do we talk of marks and brauds, whether on 
the bodice of her gown, or the flesh of her forehead ?" 
cricd another femnle, the ugliest ns well ne the most piti• 
les,, of these sclf-constituted judgcs. "This woman has 
brought shame u pon us ali, and ought to die. Is there 

·not luw for it? Truly there is, both in the Scripture nud 
thc statute-book. Then let the mngistrare!, who !tare 
ronde it of no cffect, thnnk themselves if their own wivea 
an<l daughters go astray !" 

"Merey on us, goodwife," exclnimed a man in th\l 
erowd," is there no virtue in womnn, snve what spriuga 
from a wholesome fear of the gnllows? That is the 



12 'l'HE SCARLET LE'ITER, 

hardest word yet I Hush, now, gossips ! for the lock i1 
turning in the prison door, and here comes Mbtress 
Prynne herself." 

The door of the jail being flung open from within, 
there appeared, in the first place, like a black shadow 
!merging into sunshine, the grim and grisly presence 
of the town-beadle, with a sword by his side, and his 
stalf of office in his hand. This pen;onage prefigured 
and represented in his aspect the whole dismnl severity 
of the Puritanic code of law, which it was bis business 
to administer in its final and closest application to the 
offender. Stretching forth the official staff in his lefi 
hand, he laid his right upon the shoulder of a young 
woman, whom he thus drew forward ; until, on the 
threshúld of the prison-door, she repelled him, by an 
action marked with natural dignity and force of cha
rncter, and stepped into the open nir, as if by her own 
free will. She bore in her arms a child, a baby ot' 
sorne three months old, who winked and turned aside 
its Jittle face from the too vivid light of day; because 
its existence, heretofore, had brought it acquainted 
only with the gray twilight of a dungeon, or other 
darksome apartment of the prison. 

When the young woman-the mother of this child 
-stood fully revealed before the crowd, it seemed to 
be her :first impulse to clasp the infant closelv to her 
bosom ; not so much by an impulse of motherÍv nlfec
ticm, as that she might thereby conceal a certniu" token, 
whi<'h was wrought or fastened into her dress. In a 
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moment, however, wisely judging tl1at one token of her 
shame would but poorly sen·e to hide nnother, sl1e took 
the baby on her arm, and, with a burning blush, and 
yet a haughty smile, nnd o glance that would not be 
nbnshed, looked around at her townspeople and neigh• 
hors. On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
su:-rounded with an elabornte embroidcry nnd fantnstic 
flourishes of gold thread, appeared the letter A.. It 
wns so artisticnlly done, and with so much fertility and 
gorgeous luxuriance of fancy, that it hnd ali the e~e~t 
of a lnst and fitting decoration to the npparel wh1cll 
she wore; and which was of a splendor in accordance 
"'ith the taste of the age, but greatly beyond what 
was allowed by the sumptuary regulations of the 

colony. 
The young woman was tal!, with a figure of perfec\ 

elegance on a large scale. She had dark an~ abu~dant 
hnir, so glossy that it threw off the sunslune w1th a 
gleam, anda face which, besides being beauti~ul from 
regularity of fenture and richness of complex1on, had 
the impressiveness belonging to a marked brow nnd 
deep black eyes. She was lady-like, too, after the man
ner of the feminine gentility of those days; character• 
ized bv a certain state and dignity, rather than by thc 
delicate, evnnescent, and indescribnble grace, which is 
now recognized as its indicntion. A.nd never hnd Hes
ter Prvnne nppeared more lady-like, in thc nntiquc in~ 
terpretation of tl10 tf'rm, thnn ns ~he issued from the 
prison. Those who had before known her, and had 
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expected to behold her dimmed and obscured by a die
astrous cloud, were astonished, and even startled, to 
perceive how her beauty shone out, and made a halo 

- of the misfortune and ignoruiny in which she was en
veloped. It may be true, that, to a sensitive observer • 
there wns something exquisitely painful in it. Her at-
tire, which, indeed, she had wrought for the occasion, 
in prison, and had modelled much after her own fancy, 
..eemed to expres.s the attitude of her spirit, the des
,perate 1eckle:;sness of her mood, by its wild and pict
uresque peculiarity. But the point whicl1 drew all 
eyes, and, as it were, transfigured the wearer,--so that 
both mcn and women, who had been farniliarly aú· 

quainted with Hester Prynne, were now impressed as 
if they beheld her for the first time,-was that Sc.A.RLET 

LETTER, so fanta'!tically embroidered and illuminated 
upon her bosom. It had the effect of a spell, taking 
her out of the ordinary relations with humanity. and 
enclosing her in a sphere by herself. 

"She hath good skill at her needle, that's certain," 
remarked one of her female spectators; " but <lid ever 
a worna~, b~fore tbis braz~n hussy, contrive such a way 

• 'lf showmg 1t l Wby, goss1ps, wbat is it but to laugh in 
the faces of our godly magistrates, and make a pride 
out of what they, wortby gentlemen, meant for a pun, 
i.shment ?" 

"It were well," muttered the most iron-visaged ofthe 
old <lames," if we stripped Madam Hester's rich gown 
t1ff her dninty shoulders; andas for tbe red letter, which 
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she hath stitched so curiously, I'll bestow a rag of mine 
own rheumatic flannel, to make a fitter one !" 

"O, peace, neighbors, peace !" whispered their young
est companion; "do not let her hear you ! Nota stitch 
in that embroidered letter, but she has felt it in her 
heart." 

The grim beadle now made a gesture with bis staff. 
"Make way, good people, make way, in the King's 

name !" cried he. "Open a p~ge; and, I promiae 
ye, Mistress Prynne shall be set where man, woman, 
and child may have a fair sight of her brave appurel, 
from this time till an hour past meridian. A blessing 
on the righteous Colony of tbe Massacbusetts, where in
iquity is dragged out into tbe sunshioe ! Come along, 
Madam Hester, and show your scarlet letter in the 
market-place !" 

A Jane was forthwith opened through the crowd of 
spectators. Preceded by the bendle, nnd attended by 
an irregular procession of stern-browed men and un
kindly-visaged women, Hester Prynne set forth towards 
the place appointed for her punishment. A crowd of 
eager and curious school-boys, understanding little of 
the mntter in hnnd, except that it gnve them a half
holiday, ran before her progress, turning tbeir heads 
continually to stare into her face, and at the winking 
baby in her arms, and at the ignominious letter on her 
breast. It was no great distance, in those days, from 
the prison-door to the mnrket-plnce. Measured by thE. 
~risoner's experience, however, it might be reckoned ., 
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joumey ofeome length ; for, haughty 88 her demeAl1}or 
"'118, she perchance underwent an agony fl'Om everv 
footstep of those that thronged to see her, 88 if hc·r 
heart had been fluug into the street for them ali to 
epuru and trample upon. In our nature, however 
there is a provision, alike marvellous and mercifu¡' 
that the suffercr should never know the intensity of 
what he endures by its pre,,cnt torture, but chiefly by 
the pang that rankles after it. With almost a serene 
deportment, therefore, Hester Prynne paESed through 
this portion of her ordeal, and carne to a eort of scaf
fold, at the western extremity of the market-place. It 
stood nearly beneath the eaves of Boston's earliest 
church, and appeared to be a fixture there. 

In ~act, th~ scaffold oonstitutcd a portion of a penal 
machme, wh1ch now, for two or three generations pasl 
has been me~ly historical and traditionary among us, 
~ut was held, m the old time, to be 88 effectual an a~t, 
m the promotion of good citizenship, 88 ever was the 
guillotine among the terrorists of France. It wns, in 
ehort, the platform of the pillory; and above it roee the 
framework of that instrument of discipline, so fllBhion• 
ed 1\8 to co~fine the human head in its tigbt grasp, ancl 
,thu_s bol~ 1t up to the _public gaze. Tbe very ideal 
of 1gnommy was embod1ed and made manifest in thia 
coutrivance of wood and iron. There can be no out
rage, methinks, agaiust our common nature,-whatever 
be the delinquencies of the individual,-no outrage 
more flagrant than to forbid the culprit to hide hia faoe 
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fot .,1tame; as it was the eesence of this punishment to 
do. In Hester Prynne's instance, however, as not un
frequently in other cases, her sentence bore, that she 
should BtanJ a certain time u pon the platform, but with• 
out undergoing that gripe about the neck and confine
ment of tbe head, the proneness to which was the moat 
devilish characteristic of this ugly engipe. Knowing 
well her part, she ascended a flight of wooden steps, and 
was thus displnyed to the surrounding multitude, at 
about the height of a man's shoulderl! above the street. 

Had there been a Papist among the crowd of Puri
tans, he might have eeen in tbis beautiful woman, '!O 

pil:turesque in her attire and mien, and with the infant 
at her bosom, an object to remind him of tbe image of 
Divine Maternity, which so many illustrious paintert 
have vicd with one another to represent; something 
which should remind him, indeed, but only by contrast, 
of that sacred image of sinless motherhood, wh086 in
fant was to redeem the world. Here, there was the taint 
of deepest sin in the most sacred quality of human life, 
working such effect, that the world was only the darker 
for this woman's beauty, and the more lost for the infant 
that she had borne. 

The scene was not without a mixture uf awe, such 
as must always invest the spectacle of guilt and shame 
in a fellow-creature, before eociety 11hall have grown 
corrupt enough to smile, instead of shuddering, at it. 
The witnesses of Hester Pryone's disgrace had not y8' 
paaed beyond their simplicity. They were stern enougli 
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to look u pon her death, had tbat been the sentence, with
out a murmur at its severity, but had none of the heart• 
lessness of another social state, which would find only a 
tbeme for jest in an exhibition like tbe present. Ern1 
had there been a disposition to turn the matter into 
ridicule, it must bave been repressed and overpowered 
by the solP:mn presence of men no less dignified than 
the Governor,· and severa! of his counsellors a J. ud(l'e , o , 

a general, and the ministers of the town ¡ all of T1hom 
sat or stood in a balcony of the meeting-house, looking 
down u pon tbe platform. When such personages could 
constitute a part of the spectacle, without riskiog the 
ruajesty or reverence of rank and office, it was safely to 
be inferred that the infliction of a legal sentence would 
have an earnest and effectual meaoing. Accordingly, 
the crowd was sombre and grave. The unhappy cnl
prit sustained hernelf as best a woman might, under th11 

heavy weigbt of a thousand unrelenting eyes, ali fas
tened upon her, and concentrated at her bosom. It waa 
almost intolerable to be borne. Of an impulsive and 
pas.i,ionute nature, she had fortified herself to encounter 
the ~tings and venomous stabs of public contumely, 
11reaking itself in every variety of insult; but there 
wils a quality so much more terrible in the solemn 1110Jd 

of the popular mind, that she longl'd rnther to behohl 
ali those rigid countenances contorted with srornfül 
merriment, and herself the object. Hnd a ronr of 
lnughter burst from the multitude,-each man, cach 
woruan, each little shrill-voice<l child, contributing their 
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individual parts,-Hester Prynne might have repaid 
them all with a bitter and disdainful smile. But, under 
the leaden inflictioo which it was her doom to endure. 
she felt, at moments, as if she must needs shriek out 
with the full power of her luogs, and cast berself from 
the scaffold down upon the ground, or else go mad at 
once. 

Y et there were intervals when the whole scene, in 
which she was the most conspicuous object, seemed to 
vanish from her eyes, or, at least, glimmered indistinct
ly before them, like a. mass of imperfectly shaped and 
spectral images. Her mind, and especially her memory, 
was preternaturally active, and kept bringing up other 
se,enes than this roughly-hewn street of a little town, on 
the edge of the Western wilderness; other faces than 
were lowering u pon her from beneath the brims of thost 
steeple-crowned hats. Reminiscences, the most trifling 
and immaterial, passages of infüncy and school-days, 
sports, childish quarrels, and the little domcstic traits 
of her maiden years, cnme swarming bnck u pon her, in• 
termingled with recollections of whatever was gravcst 
in her subsequent life; one picture precisely as vivid as 
.another; as if all were of similar importance, or ali alike 
a play. Possibly, it WM an instinctive device of her 
spirit, to relieve itself, by the exhibition of these plum
tasmagoric forma, from the cruel weight and hnrdnC8s 
of the reality. 

Be that as it might, the scnffold of the pillory was a 
point of view that revealed to Hester Prynne the entiN 
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track along which she had been treading, since her happy 
infancy. Standing 011 that miserable eminence, she saw 
again her native village, in Old England, and her pater· 
na! home; a decayed house of gray stone, with a pov
erty-stricken aspect, but retaining a half-obliternted 
ghield of arms over the portal, in token of antique geu
tility. She saw her fütber's face, with its bald brow, and 
7everend white beard, that flowed o ver tbe old-fasbioned 

. Elizabethan ruJf; her mother's, too, with tbe look of 
oeedful and anxious !ove which it always wore in her 
remembrance, and which, even since her death, had so 
-0ften laid the impediment of a gentle remonstrance in 
,her daughter's pathway. She saw her own face, glow
ing with girlish beauty, and illuminating al! the interior 
,if tbe dusky mirror in w hich she had been wont to gaze 
at it. Tbere sbe beheld auother countenance, of a marr 
well stricken in years, a pale, thiu, scholar-like visage, 
witb eyes dim and bleared by the lamp-light that ~'nd 
served them to pare over many ponderous books. Yet 
those same hleared optics bad a strange, penetrating 
power, when it was their owner's purpose to read the 
human soul. This figure of the study and the cloister, 
'ilS Hester Prynne's womanly fancy failed not to recall, 
was slightly deformed, with the left shoulder a trille 
higher than the right. Next rose before her, in mem
ory's picture-gallery, tbe intrioate and narrow thorougb
fares, the tall gray houses, the huge cathedrals, aud the 
public edifices, ancient in date and quain\ in architect
ure, of a Continental city; where a new life had awaited 
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her, still in connection with tbe misshapen scholar; a 
new life, but feeding itself on time-worn rnaterials, like 
a tuft of green moss on a crumbling wall. Lastly, in 
lieu of these shifting scenes, carne hack the rude market
place of the Puritan settlement, with ali tbe townspeople 
assembled and levelling their stern regards at Hester 
Prynne,-yes, at herself,-who stood on the scaJfold of 
thc pillory, an infant on her arm, and the letter A, in 
scarlet, fantastically embroidered with gold thread, u pon 
her bosoml 

Could it be true 1 She clutcbed tbe child so fiercely 
to her breast that it sent forth a cry; she turned her 
eyes downward at the scarlet letter, and even touched 
it witb her finger, to a.ssure herself tbat the infant and 
the shame were real. Y es 1-these were her realitia,¡ -
ali else had vanished 1 ' 

d 



III. 

THE RECOGNITION. 

FROM this intense consciousness of being the object 
of severe and universal observation, the wearer of 

the scarlet letter was at length relieved, by discerning, 
on the outskirts of the crowd, e. figure which irresist
ibly took possession of her thoughts. An Indian, in bis 
oative garb, was standing there; but the red men were 
not so infrequent visitors of the English settlements, 
that one of tbem would hnve attracted any notice from 
Hester Prynne, at such a time; much less would he 
have excluded ali other objects and ideas from her 
mind. By the Indian's side, and evidently sustaining 
a companionship with him, stood a white man, ciad in 
a strange disarray of civilized and savnge costume. 

He was small in stature, with a furrowed visage, 
wl,ich, as yet, could hardly be termed aged. There 
wns a remarknble intelligence in bis features, as of a 
person who hnd so cultivated his mental part that il 
tJould not fail to mould the physical to itself, and be
come rnnnifest by unrnistakablc tokens. Although, by 
a seerningly careless arrangement of J,is heterogeneous 
garb, he had endeavored to conceal or abate the pecu
liarity, it wll5 sufliciently evident to Hester Prynne, 
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that one of tbis man's shoulders rose higher than the 
other. Agsin, at the first instant of perceiving that 
thin visage, and the slight deformity of the figure, she 
¡,ressed her infant to her bosom, with so convulsive • 
force that the poor babe uttered another cry of pain. 
But the mother did not seem to hear it, 

At his arrival in the market-place, and sorne time 
before she saw him, the stranger had bent his eyes 011 

Hester Prynne. It was carelessly, at first, like a man 
chiefly accustomed to look inward, and to whom exter
na! matters are of little value and import, uniese they 
benr relation to something within his mind. Very 
soon, however, his look became keen and penetrative. 
A writhing horror twisted itself across his features, 
like e. snake gliding swiftly over them, and making 
one little pause, with ali its wreathed intervolutions in 
open sight. His face darkened with sorne powerful 
emotion, which, nevertheless, he so instante.neously con
trolled by nn eflbrt of his will, that, save nt e. single 
moment, its expression might have passed for calm
ncss. After a brief space, the convulsion grew almost 
imperceptible, and finally subsided into the depths of 
his nature. Wlien he found the eyes of Hester Prynne 
füstened on his own, and saw that she appeared to rec
ognize him, he slowly nnd calrnly raised his finger, made 
a gesture with it in the air, and laid it on bis lips. 

Then, touching the shoulder of a townsman who stood 
next to him, he addrcssed bim, in a formal and court
eous mn.nner. 


