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Thesis - why look at magic?

the conflict in The Scarlet Letter is 
fairly simple

predicated on a fundamentally 
Christian metaphysical duality 
(good//evil, salvation//
damnation, religion//magic)

the language of  magic and of  
religion permeate the novel, 
and the metaphysical 
underpinnings of  the novel are 
a large part of  the narrative’s 
drama and drive



Necessary Concepts

the primacy of  Christianity in Western culture

Christian dualism

sin

salvation//damnation

miracles//magic

witchcraft and witches

alchemy



The primacy of  Christianity 

Undeniably the single greatest influence on 
Western culture

Understanding of  basic Christian doctrine is 
necessary to understanding not only works of  
literature but the Western mindset in general



Sin

Christian belief  has it that since Adam and Eve broke 
God’s law and were banished from Eden, man became 
mortal and their offspring were condemned to eternal 
damnation

All humans are born inherently sinful, and this sin 
manifests in our human nature and instinctual failings

“Sin is an offence against reason, truth, and right 
conscience; it is failure in genuine love for God and 
neighbour caused by a perverse attachment to certain 
goods. It wounds the nature of  man and injures 
human solidarity...”

“The one seemed a woman to the waist, and fair, but ended foul in 
many a scaly fold, voluminous and vast -- a serpent armed with mortal 
sting” - Paradise Lost, Book 2



Salvation // Damnation

The act of  defiance required a corresponding act of  utter obedience and 
submission

Because of  man’s inner sinful nature, it is necessary to experience denial 
and suffering in order to become closer to God

“We carry the cross of  Christ in two ways: both when we mortify the 
body through fasting, and when out of  compassion for him we regard the 
needs of  our neighbour above our own.” - Cambrai homily, 7th C

Red vs white martyrdom

What is necessary for salvation?

grace alone?

repentance, confession/absolution, penance, reparation

“... The torture of  her daily shame would at length purge her soul, 
and work out another purity than that which she had lost; more 
saint-like, because the result of  martyrdom.” - p73



Miracles and magic
“Therefore those err who say that there is no such thing as witchcraft... 
This is contrary to the true faith, which teaches us that certain angels fell 
from heaven and are now devils, and... by their very nature they can do 
many wonderful things.” - Malleus Maleficarum, 15th C

“All practices of  magic or sorcery, by which one attempts to tame occult 
powers... are gravely contrary to the virtue of  religion.” - The Catechism 
of  the Roman Catholic Church

“Writers on Alchemy know that there is no hope of  any real 
transmutation.” - Malleus Maleficarum

John 2:1-11, the wedding at Cana: “The master of  the banquet tasted the 
water that had been turned into wine.”

“... Like produces like, or that an effect resembles its cause... That things 
which have once been in contact with each other continue to act on each 
other at a distance.” - Frazier, The Golden Bough



Witches and witchcraft

magic and gender: "Other again have propounded 
other reasons why there are more superstitious 
women found than men. And the first is, that they 
are more credulous; women are naturally more 
impressionable; they have slippery tongues, and are 
unable to conceal from the fellow-women those 
things which by evil arts they know; and, since they 
are weak, they find an easy and secret manner of  
vindicating themselves by witchcraft." - Malleus 
Maleficarum



Alchemy

alchemy is traditionally represented both as an objectionable pagan 
practice as well as a metaphor for salvation (what is the philosopher’s 
stone?)

on a superficial level, the idea of  turning common metal into gold seems 
to be motivated by greed and acquisitiveness (“thou hast practiced on her 
with foul charms... drugs or minerals”) (“Old Roger Chillingworth, being 
a potent necromancer... through the agency of  magic and poisonous 
drugs”) p 223

on an allegorical level, the idea of  subjecting something flawed and 
corrupt to a process that renders it pure and incorruptible mirrors that of 
salvation and redemption: the human soul, imperfect as it is, can be 
transmuted by the grace of  God into something everlasting (King James Bible 

(Cambridge Ed.)But he knoweth the way that I take: when he hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold.)

“... I have sought gold in alchemy. There is a sympathy that will make me 
conscious of  him. I shall see him tremble. I shall feel myself  shudder, 
suddenly and unawares.” - p69
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Theme clusters

Pearl (“infant immortality”)

The scarlet letter (Hester’s 
art; Pearl)

miracles

the priestly office

angels and Dimmesdale

Pearl, demon-child, whose father is 
“the Prince of  the Air”

The scarlet letter (“not mere 
scarlet cloth... red-hot with 
infernal fire”)

magic

the alchemical art

the Black Man and Chillingworth

Salvation Damnation



Important questions

Whose soul is being saved, actually?

Why does Chillingworth assist rather than prevent the 
escape of  Dimmesdale and Prynne?

Why does the narrator treat magic as superstition rather 
than fact?

How do I read this? - Fourfold exegesis and allegory

Whither the Individual and Society?



Whose soul is being saved?

In the beginning, Hester is the one represented as having her soul at 
risk, partially represented by the scarlet letter which has magical 
properties attributed to it (hellfire etc). Later, however, the letter itself 
is rehabilitated by her good works, and Hester demonstrates only 
praiseworthy qualities except for her temptation of  Dimmesdale

Dimmesdale, however, is the one being confronted by a fatal choice. 
Hester never had the opportunity to conceal her wrongdoing from 
society, and her salvation in the form of  penance was thrust upon 
her. Dimmesdale, who has successfully concealed his role in the 
affair, faces grave consequences if  he does not repent, confess, do 
penance, and make reparations



Why does Chillingworth help them?

Dimmesdale is tempted by the chance of  living with Hester 
somewhere else as her husband: theologically speaking this is a grave 
sin as she is still married and their cohabitation will be an ongoing 
act of  adultery. Roger assists him because his ultimate vengeance 
will come not from Dimmesdale's death or shame, but rather his 
eternal damnation (hence Roger's role as the Devil)

Roger is represented as a particularly devilish person (“Had a man 
seen old Roger Chillingworth, at that moment of  his ecstasy, he 
would have had no need to ask how Satan comports himself, when a 
precious human soul is lost to heaven” p 121) and he thinks in terms 
of  salvation and damnation, not mortal vengeance



Why does the narrator treat magic as 
superstition rather than fact?

the supernatural goings-on are reported as hearsay rather than fact. 
Why?

• an attempt at objectivity and enlightenment? emphasising the 
superstition and benightedness of  an earlier age?

• an unwillingness to dilute the emotional impact of  the affair with 
hocus-pocus? 

• a desire to avoid public condemnation for publishing a fantasy instead 
of  a romance, as advertised? 

“But here—if  we suppose this interview betwixt Mistress Hibbins 
and Hester Prynne to be authentic, and not a parable—was already 
an illustration of  the young minister's argument against sundering 
the relation of  a fallen mother to the offspring of  her frailty.” p 103



How am I supposed to read this?

Fourfold exegesis and allegory
Early Catholic tradition argued against a literal interpretation of  Bible, or at least, a solely literal 
interpretation of  the Bible. They believed in a process known as exegesis, by which the literal word 
of  Scripture could be interpreted to not only give historical/mythical information, but also provide 
aesthetic power, moral guidance, and explanation of  the inexplicable

There are four 'levels' of reading:

• literal: the Bible as a history. These things really happened the way the Bible says. Abraham the 
patriarch is prepared to sacrifice Isaac, his only son, to prove his obedience to God's will

• allegorical: the associative or symbolic, artistic element. The sacrifice of Isaac is obviously a 
symbolic representation and anticipation of Christ's sacrifice, which is also an act of submission and 
obedience

• moral: the instructive or didactic element. "Obedience to God is good for you"

• anagogical: the bit that teaches you about the spiritual world and metaphysics. Sacrifice, suffering, 
and obedience are spiritual virtues. An angel appears to Abraham: this story vindicates belief in a 
supernatural, spiritual world and in spiritual entities



Each level of reading is dependent on the ones before it. An allegorical reading is 
impossible if the literal meaning is misunderstood; similarly, moral lessons cannot 
be drawn if the aesthetic effects are unappreciated. If you don't know what's 
happening, you won't care; if you don't care, you won't learn.

The Scarlet Letter cannot be read as a purely literal, or even as a literary, text. 
Literally, nothing much happens and things are kind of  tawdry and banal. 
Adultery, oooo, big deal. Literarily, we find the text obstructive for a number of  
reasons, including complicated syntax and melodramatic repetition. 

I would argue that the Scarlet Letter is meant to be read not only as a work of  
fiction for enjoyment, but also as a moral lesson for one's edification. Failure to 
appreciate the complexity of  the moral conflict that the characters face means an 
inability to appreciate the text to the fullest. 



The Individual and Society

The Scarlet Letter adopts a different approach towards this theme than A Streetcar Named Desire 
does, and appears more similar to Othello. 
In both Othello and the Scarlet Letter, ultimate happiness lies in integration with society and 
acceptance of  salvation and religion. In Othello this is represented by reputation, an immortal 
part of  the individual that lives on after their deaths: rather than risk being remembered as a 
savage, Othello kills himself  to reconcile himself  to society.
In Scarlet Letter, 'true' social integration and happiness only occurs in Heaven (hence Hester's 
and Dimmesdale's discussion on whether they will meet in the hereafter). Chillingworth's 
willingness to abet their mortal 'happiness' represents the falseness of  mortal things, and 
Dimmesdale's ultimate decision to repent and confess his sins in public is a great moral 
triumph because it reconciles him, not to his community, but to the larger fellowship of  the 
martyrs and the saints. Even though Hester demonstrates stubbornness and pride, and in 
living apart from the New England community appears to reject society, she never deviates 
from her piety and her commitment to helping her fellow man: she has effectively made of  
herself  a 'white' martyr (remember the Cambrai Homily?) 
In Streetcar, of  course, being a fittingly modern work, there is no objective metaphysical 
reality, there is no divine justice, and ultimately there is no salvation or redemption for any of 
the characters. Blanche's fate is to be condemned, if  not to Hell, then to the endless 
incarceration of  purgatorial insanity


