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The Landscape Modes 

of The Scarlet Letter 
LEO B. LEVY 

T HE IMPACT of the traditions of the sublime and the pictur- 
esque upon American painting and literature of the Romantic 
period has been frequently examined, but the importance of these 
traditions in determining the structure and meaning of The Scarlet 
Letter, the chief literary masterpiece of the age, has been little 
noticed. Two critics, however, have noted the general principles 
which such a study must follow. Leo Marx observes that in Haw- 
thorne's romance "landscape ... is inseparable from policy and 
action and meaning.... [Hawthorne] turns the whole landscape 
into a metaphor";' and Edward H. Davidson, in an earlier discus- 
sion, characterizes this landscape as "a symbolic abbreviation 
which is capable of an infinite extension beyond the mere spatio- 
temporal limitations of characters in a scene; they are in it, but it is 
never permissively subservient to them." 2 As these critics imply, 
the symbolic character of The Scarlet Letter originates in the ana- 
logical relationship between landscape style, the emotions of the 
characters, and the emergent themes of the work. The functions of 
landscape, however, and the way in which Hawthorne transcends 
landscape through an extension of the principles by which he 
visualizes it, can be described only by an analysis of the conventions 
that give his work its moral and aesthetic organization. 

The compositional mode of the picturesque, with its interplay 
of light and shadow, uncertain brightness, and obscurely visualized 
outlines, determines the graphic form of the forest background 
against which Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale meet after 
their seven-year separation. The dimness, mystery, and pervasive 
gloom of this setting is in effect an evaluation of the plight of the 

Leo B. Levy is a professor of English at Arizona State University, Tempe. 
T"Foreword," The Scarlet Letter (Signet ed.; New York, 1959), pp. viii, ix. 

2"Hawthorne and the Pathetic Fallacy," JEGP, LIV (Oct., 1955), 493. 
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lovers. In search of the minister, Hester and Pearl follow a footpath 
into a wilderness whose primeval qualities are free of any implica- 
tion of the Edenic. As Dimmesdale passes by, Hester is standing in 
shadows; when she calls to him, "he indistinctly beheld a form 
under the trees, clad in garments so sombre, and so little relieved 
from the gray twilight into which the clouded sky and the heavy 
foliage had darkened the noontide, that he knew not whether it 
were a woman or a shadow" (136).3 The practice of the Hudson 
River painters of representing human figures diminished or 
scarcely identifiable in a surrounding wilderness is paralleled here, 
but Hawthorne's motive is in part the psychological one of exhibit- 
ing the haunted state which causes the sight of Hester to resemble 
'sa spectre that had stolen out from among [Dimmesdale's] 
thoughts" (136). This union of psychic and pictorial intentions 
dominates the whole episode (Chap. xvi through part of xx) in its 
representation of flickering light and shadow emanating from a 
vast forest and reflecting every nuance of thought and mood of the 
characters. 

Hawthorne tells us that the wilderness is unredeemed, lawless, 
and pagan-the place to which Mistress Hibbins retreats for her 
convocations with the Black Man-but this conception, essential 
in dramatizing the Puritan dread of man's sinfulness, is an abstrac- 
tion less forceful than the picturesque imagery which creates the 
actuality of the forest. The dominant visual impression is one of 
antiquity: as the lovers talk, they sit on "the mossy trunk of the 
fallen tree" (140) where Hester and Pearl had waited, and where 
the moss "at some epoch of the preceding century, had been a gi- 
gantic pine, with its roots and trunk in the darksome shade, and its 
head aloft in the upper atmosphere" (134). This setting, with a 
brook in the midst, a leaf-strewn bank on either side, and trees im- 
pending over it whose fallen branches have choked the current, 
fixes an impression of time inexorable in its action, ever tending 
toward decay and death. The impulses that stir the reunited lovers 
are in effect abrogated; the pathos of Hester's cry to the minister, 
"Begin all anewl" (142) derives from this oppressive environment. 
Even as Hawthorne declares that Hester's womanhood "came back 
from what men call the irrevocable past" (145), the logic of his 

8 The Scarlet Letter, ed. Sculley Bradley, Richmond Croom Beatty, and E. Hud- 
son Long (New York, 1961); quotations in my text from The Scarlet Letter are from 
this edition. 
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landscape suggests that the past cannot be called back; his heroine 
fails to impart to her lover her own courage and boldness. 

Landscape is also an index to the shifting and uncertain feelings 
of the minister as he walks back to the Puritan village; picturesque 
images project a condition resembling hallucination. He glances 
backward, "half expecting that he should discover only some faintly 
traced features or outline of the mother and the child, slowly fading 
into the twilight of the woods" (152-153). He fears that what he 
sees may be illusory rather than real, but it is only what he saw at 
the beginning: "Hester, clad in her gray robe, still standing beside 
the tree-trunk, which some blast had overthrown a long antiquity 
ago..." (153). The "indistinctness and duplicity of impression" 
that perplexes him increases as he approaches the town: familiar 
objects are now strange (as they were in the meteor light of the 
scaffold scene in "The Minister's Vigil") and "this importunately 
obtrusive sense of change" (154) overwhelms him. The ambiguity 
of objects cultivated in picturesque painting becomes a visual de- 
rangement symptomatic of the compulsion that tempts Dimmesdale 
to whisper obscenities and blasphemies. A very different rendering 
of landscape visualizes the hopes which the meeting has encouraged 
in Hester. When she joyfully casts off the scarlet letter, the forest 
background is transformed into an harmonious expression of her 
liberating gesture: 

The stigma gone, Hester heaved a long, deep sigh, in which the burden 
of shame and anguish departed from her spirit. 0 exquisite relief! She 
had not known the weight, until she felt the freedom! By another im- 
pulse, she took off the formal cap that confined her hair; and down it 
fell upon her shoulders, dark and rich.... There played around her 
mouth, and beamed out of her eyes, a radiant and tender smile, that 
seemed gushing from the very heart of womanhood.... Her sex, her 
youth, and the whole richness of her beauty, came back from what men 
call the irrevocable past, and clustered themselves, with her maiden 
hope, and a happiness before unknown, within the magic circle of this 
hour... (145). 

Hawthorne's identification with the moment of Hester's re- 
lease from her long ordeal seems so obvious that this passage has 
become the mainstay of most transcendental and romantic readings 
of The Scarlet Letter. Beginning with George B. Loring's critique 
in The Massachusetts Quarterly Review in September 1850, a suc- 
cession of critics has declared that Hawthorne assents in Hester's 
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eloquent assertion to Dimmesdale, "What we did had a consecra- 
tion of its own. We felt it sol" (140) The Freudian critics have 
appropriated this view by transposing it into the terms of un- 
conscious conflict over the claims of a suppressed sexuality. The 
images which are the correlatives of Hawthorne's meaning, how- 
ever, suggest that the element of transcendence, though genuine, 
is not all-embracing. Dimmesdale's tendency has been to allow the 
negatively envisaged landscape to absorb him into its being. Hester 
reverses this process, but in both instances landscape is the visible 
form of an emotional crisis. In the continuation of the above pas- 
sage, the simplest kind of pathetic fallacy establishes a positive 
correspondence between Hester's feelings and sunlight, drawing 
upon images outside the range of a picturesque admixture of 
shadow and light: 

All at once, as with a sudden smile of heaven, forth burst the sunshine, 
pouring a very flood into the obscure forest, gladdening each green 
leaf, transmuting the yellow fallen ones to gold, and gleaming adown 
the gray trunks of the solemn trees. The objects that had made a 
shadow hitherto, embodied the brightness now. The course of the little 
brook might be traced by its merry gleam afar into the wood's heart of 
mystery, which had become a mystery of joy (145-146). 

When sunlight encloses both lovers, this pattern is affirmed in 
Hawthorne's observation that "love, whether newly born, or 
aroused from a deathlike slumber, must always create a sunshine, 
filling the heart so full of radiance, that it overflows upon the out- 
ward world" (146). But images of brightness in the outward world 
of The Scarlet Letter are predominantly negative in force: the 
punitive action of sunlight defines the extremity of Hester's offense 
at the opening of the book as the beadle cries, "A blessing on the 
righteous colony of the Massachusetts, where iniquity is dragged 
out into the sunshinel" (43) Hester is shown with "the hot midday 
sun burning down upon her face, and lighting up its shame" (49). 
The sun glitters mercilessly upon the scarlet letter, and it pursues 
the errant Pearl everywhere; in the forest it follows her as she 
stands on the farther side of the brook, drawn to her by what Haw- 
thorne calls "a certain sympathy"-clearly of a kind different from 
that which expresses reawakened love. The use of light to represent 
lawlessness and shame and alternately love indicates the protean 
nature of Hawthorne's symbols; no single appearance of an image 
carries an implication of finality or ultimate intention. The value 
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of the picturesque, however, is that it moves in the opposite direc- 
tion: it offers a group of images related to one another by a com- 
mon aesthetic tradition that in Hawthorne's usage is indicative of 
a specific range of feelings. By virtue of its selectivity, the pictur- 
esque structures meaning at the analogical level. The brightness 
that envelops Hester in her hour of freedom is antithetical to the 
picturesque, but the picturesque is restored in the fading sunshine 
and gray shadow that return when she again wears the letter. Sun- 
light, synonymous in the passage cited with beauty, warmth, and 
richness, is a transient alteration in the intensity of light in an 
otherwise picturesque setting. Even in this scene, an undercurrent 
of qualification may be present: sunlight gleams "adown the gray 
trunks of the solemn trees," but the grayness and solemnity are 
there, and though the leaves are turned to gold, yellowness-the 
sign of their decline-is also part of the image. 

The conventionally picturesque treatment prevails in "the 
sportive sunlight-feebly sportive at best, in the predominant 
pensiveness of the day and scene.. ." (132). The dense black trees 
hemming in the road and the dell, the light reflected from the 
brook, soon lost "amid the bewilderment of tree-trunks and under- 
brush, and here and there a huge rock, covered over with gray 
lichens" (134), are details of a picture that William Gilpin and his 
followers would have understood and admired, and any one of 
them might have sketched a small thatched cottage resembling 
Hester's, fronted by "a clump of scrubby trees, such as alone grew 
on the peninsula, [which] did not so much conceal the cottage 
from view, as seem to denote that here was some object which 
would fain have been, or at least ought to be, concealed" (61). 
Hawthorne knew the value of seclusion in a picturesque landscape, 
and of the irregularity of prospect evident in the tree-covered hills 
which the house faces. These graphic resources make tangible 
Hester's spiritual isolation from the Puritan community. Examples 
of this kind illustrate the extent of Hawthorne's familiarity with 
the requirements of a mode; they also illustrate his capacity for 
turning a tradition that began as a fashionable amusement to the 
purposes of serious art. He discovers in the picturesque a style 
which his moral and religious sensibility converts into a mode of 
the historical imagination, through which he dramatizes the rela- 
tionship of Puritan New England to prior time and to his own age. 
The remoteness from Puritan experience that Hawthorne and his 
contemporaries felt was very great; the picturesque was the lens 
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that reduced that distance, bringing past and present into meaning- 
ful contact. At first glance it appears that this contact is conceived 
wholly in negative terms: the procession of dying generations 
evoked by "all the congregated sepulchres in the old church-yard 
of King's Chapel" (38)-where Hawthorne's lovers are buried be- 
fore the chapel is built-puts before the reader a controlling 
image of mortality from which the succeeding images of decay and 
ruin logically follow, and which collectively define the power that 
overcomes the human emotions and aspirations that oppose it. It 
is the collision of these forces that the picturesque dramatizes. 

Governor Bellingham's house is a specimen of a kind "now 
moss-grown, crumbling to decay, and melancholy at heart"; it once 
glittered and sparkled, a "bright wonder of a house" (76) before 
which little Pearl capered and danced. This juxtaposition of past 
and present, infused with nostalgia and regret, is the essence of 
the picturesque response to history. Hawthorne's paradox is that 
any present, if it is to be conscious of the past at all, must be aware 
of the past as a ruin, and hence skeptical of the promise of its own 
beginnings. All beginnings are invested with antiquity: in seven- 
teenth-century Boston the promise of the new world is subverted by 
picturesque evidences of the old, visible in the weather-stained and 
worn appearance of the wooden jail, "some fifteen or twenty years 
after the settlement of the town..." (38). We are informed that 
"the rust on the ponderous iron-work of its oaken door looked more 
antique than anything else in the new world" (38). The primary 
agency in this process is nature, which Hawthorne in accord with 
picturesque canons envisages in its terminating cycle of unending 
luxuriance fallen into organic decay. The encroaching grass-plot 
before the prison, "much over-grown with burdock, pig-weed, 
apple-peru, and such unsightly vegetation" (38), shares its connota- 
tions of ugliness with the prison, symbol of the restraint with which 
man incarcerates the evil that is his own. The most enigmatic of 
Hawthorne's symbols, the wild rose-bush growing beside the prison 
door, seems to represent a withdrawal from the unrelieved despair 
of this view. Hester's beauty and freshness, and in some sense the 
natural impulses of the lovers, are undoubtedly symbolized in the 
rose, but meanings contrary to these are also present. 

In commemorating the rose, Hawthorne combines the realistic 
and sentimental attitudes that enter into his portrait of Hester. 
The rose-bush is part of "the stern old wilderness" that it may have 
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survived, "so long after the fall of the gigantic pines and oaks that 
originally overshadowed it" (39). It is a lyrical protest against the 
recognition that in a ruined forest everything is levelled. In asso- 
ciating Hester and the rose with "the sainted Ann Hutchinson," 
the sentimental impulse to regard Hester as a martyr prevails; but 
twenty years before, Hawthorne had roundly condemned Mrs. 
Hutchinson in a sketch in which her portrait bears a strong re- 
semblance to Hester. The lady stands before her examiners in an 
attitude of defiant pride similar to that of his heroine on the plat- 
form in the market-place.4 Since Hester's wanderings in a maze of 
speculative and unorthodox thought are reported in the cautionary 
tone with which Mrs. Hutchinson's heresies are described, one is 
uncertain how to characterize the change in Hawthorne's attitudes, 
and unsure that there is not an ironical tinge in the application of 
the adjective "sainted." Many critics have noted the difficulty of 
finding the "sweet moral blossom" that Hawthorne says the rose 
may symbolize; and it is not easy to discover in what sense the rose 
may be said to "relieve the darkening close of a tale of human 
frailty and sorrow" (39). The suspicion grows that Hawthorne is in 
effect paying tribute to impulses, and to an action, of which he can- 
not approve. 

But Hawthorne does not go as far as those who understand the 
rose to be emblematic of Hester's struggle for a new life, and who 
see in Hester the embodiment of the American dream-of indi- 
vidualism, self-reliance, and the search for freedom. A more com- 
plex judgment is implicit in the picturesque imagery that places 
Hester's early life in relationship to her present situation. Under 
the strain of her three-hour agony on the scaffold of the pillory, she 
relieves the violence and madness that press upon her by conjuring 

4"Mrs. Hutchinson" appeared in The Salem Gazette in 1830. The resemblances 
between Mrs. Hutchinson and Hester Prynne are striking. Like Hester's, "her hair, 
complexion, and eyes are dark" (Hawthorne's Works, Vol. XII, ed. G. P. Lathrop 
[Boston and New York, 1892] p. 220); she too stands "in the midst and in the 
centre of all eyes... loftily before her judges with a determined brow, and unknown 
to herself, there is a flash of carnal pride half hidden in her eye..." (224). Haw- 
thorne castigates Mrs. Hutchinson as a danger to public safety; that she becomes 
"sainted" in the romance indicates only the necessity of conforming Hester's re- 
belliousness to a sympathetic view. That this drastic revision corresponded to a 
change in the views Hawthorne held at the time he wrote his sketch has not been 
demonstrated by any student of Hawthorne's thought. Hawthorne may have been 
influenced by Thomas Hooker's view that the casting out of Mrs. Hutchinson "would 
be 'forever marvellous in the eyes of all the saints'" (cited by Perry Miller, "Thomas 
Hooker and the Democracy of Connecticut," in Errand into the Wilderness [New 
York, 1964], p. 29). 
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up "a mass of imperfectly shaped and spectral images" (45). She 
recalls her past in picturesque terms, remembering her paternal 
home as a "decayed house of gray stone, with a poverty-stricken 
aspect, but retaining a half-obliterated shield of arms over the 
portal, in token of antique gentility" (46). These images, conform- 
ing to Hawthorne's way of picturing aristocratic settings fallen 
into decline, link the exhaustion of the old world to Hester's mar- 
riage: "memory's picture-gallery" evokes the Continental city 
"where a new life had awaited her, still in connection with the 
misshapen scholar; a new life, but feeding itself on time-worn ma- 
terials, like a tuft of green moss on a crumbling wall" (46). Haw- 
thorne's echoing of the phrase, "a new life," is something more than 
a verbal harmony. Since the materials of the new world in which 
Hester seeks another life are themselves "time-worn," this parallel 
suggests the futility of her search. We are already familiar with the 
consequences of her second beginning, and her plea to Dimmesdale 
in the forest is for the opportunity of a third. The rose and the 
moss state the argument that Hawthorne refrains from making al- 
together explicit-that the quest for a life free of the past rests 
upon a miscalculation of the nature of reality. 

At the dramatic center of The Scarlet Letter is the idea of the 
awesomeness and inescapability of the Moral Law, to which all else 
is finally submitted. As a principle of organization and develop- 
ment, this conception takes its form from the various traditions of 
the sublime with which Hawthorne was familiar, and which enable 
him to dramatize the conflict between religious compliance and 
moral error.5 The picturesque, with its necessarily subdued tones, 
expresses certain emotions-notably the quieter states of melan- 
choly, grief, and deprivation-that are the secondary consequences 
of the experiences of terror, suffering, and guilt which derive from 
the older and more complex tradition. These experiences, when 
they are not symbolized in the landscape, are expressed in the vivid 
primary colors that have their origin in the transgression of the 
lovers. The moral system of the story is joined to these colors, as the 
explanation of Pearl's intransigence makes clear. Hawthorne writes 
that "the mother's impassioned state had been the medium through 

5 For a discussion of Hawthorne's use of this distinction, see my "Hawthorne and 
the Sublime," AL, XXXVII (Jan., 1966), 391-402. An invaluable general analysis is 
given in Chap. 8, "National Self-Consciousness and the Concept of the Sublime," in 
Charles L. Sanford's The Quest for Paradise (Urbana, 1961), pp. 135-154. 
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which were transmitted to the unborn infant the rays of its moral 
life; and, however white and clear originally, they had taken the 
deep stains of crimson and gold, the fiery lustre, the black shadow, 
and the untempered light, of the intervening substance" (67-68). 
The concentration of colors in the details of dress and costume gives 
Hawthorne's romance some of the richness of baroque portraiture, 
but their aesthetic value is inseparable from the task of making un- 
forgettable the violation of the moral and religious code. The cen- 
ter of attention to which every eye is drawn as Hester stands on the 
platform is the red cloth of the letter A and the "elaborate em- 
broidery and fantastic flourishes of gold thread" (42) in which the 
letter is set. Pearl is a form of the letter endowed with the power of 
retribution, and Hester's needle-work includes an idea of penance 
as well as a suppressed voluptuousness. 

Hawthorne's fascination with this palette is illustrated in Mr. 
Wilson's reactions to Pearl on the occasion of her mother's meeting 
with Governor Bellingham. "What little bird of scarlet plumage 
may this be? Methinks I have seen just such figures, when the sun 
has been shining through a richly painted window, and tracing out 
the golden and crimson images across the floor" (80). Mr. Wilson 
adds, "But that was in the old land," as if he were oblivious to the 
drama of crimson and gold being enacted before him. In the crowd 
that gathers on Election Day, these colors are liberally displayed by 
the visitors whose lives are passed outside the authority of Puritan 
law-in the red and yellow ochre of the Indians, the rough plate of 
gold on the belts of the sailors, and in the gold lace and gold chain 
that adorn the hat of the ship's commander. The thematic utility 
of this love of ornamentation is clear at the beginning; as Hester 
stands at the portal of the prison, her attire, "by its wild and 
picturesque peculiarity" (43), is said to express her attitude of spirit 
and recklessness of mood. "Picturesque"-designating in this con- 
text the striking or unusual-also describes her appearance on the 
scaffold with her infant, where she is contrasted to the Madonna 
and Child. In combining the adulterous and the holy, Hawthorne 
employs the strategy which makes his history of moral error a 
sensuous experience. The bird of scarlet plumage to which Mr. 
Wilson responds is aesthetically delightful, but the child who 
elicits this response is a synonym of the broken law. These fanciful 
devices tend to a single end: to hold in abeyance the frightfulness 
that underlies the attractive power of such images. The terror con- 
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cealed by these surfaces is exposed in the episode that describes 
Pearl decorating her hair and waist with flowers and green twigs 
so that she resembles a mythological figure. She stands before her 
parents "with all the brilliant picturesqueness of her beauty, in its 
adornment of flowers and wreathed foliage, but more refined and 
spiritualized than the reality" (148). Hawthorne presents us with 
this flower-girdled image in order to shock us by suddenly trans- 
forming picturesque beauty into the vindictiveness of Pearl's fit of 
passion when she finds that the scarlet letter has been discarded. 
The hieroglyphic status that had required her to act out her child- 
ish pantomime of the broken law, and the charming primitivism 
that had made the forest and the seashore her playmates, are set 
aside for an almost savage conception of her retributive role. 

From picturesque gloom and the picturesque beauty of primary 
colors, Hawthorne moves toward the landscape images of the 
sublime that represent Hester wandering "without a clew in the 
dark labyrinth of mind; now turned aside by an insurmountable 
precipice; now starting back from a deep chasm. There was wild 
and ghastly scenery all around her, and a home and comfort no- 
where" (120). This is the landscape of moral error, rich in Gothic 
assimilations, cast in the mould that Hawthorne and his contempor- 
aries called the "false" sublime.6 The light that glimmers out of 
Chillingworth's eyes, "burning blue and ominous, like the reflec- 
tion of a furnace" (94), elsewhere described as "a glare of red 
light ... as if the old man's soul were on fire" (123), illustrates this 
formula. It is fully exemplified in the distortions of light and back- 
ground in the scene of the minister's vigil, as he mounts the plat- 
form alone. A totality of darkness, of "an unvaried pall of cloud 
[that] muffled the whole expanse of sky from zenith to horizon" 
(107) alternates with a spectral light shining "far and wide over all 
the muffled sky" (112). Endless light or absorbing darkness are 
identified with a physical vastness in which all else becomes in- 
significant or swallowed up in an area of boundless extent. Super- 
natural experiences, emotions stretched to intolerable extremes, 
and the consciousness of forces beyond the control of the characters 
themselves are the dramatic forms of this mode. 

The emptiness that surrounds Dimmesdale recalls the plains and 
mountains in which the awful laughter of Ethan Brand is fear- 
fully anticipated. When the minister shrieks, the outcry "went 

The term was Washington Allston's. See Sanford, p. 143. 
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pealing through the night, and was beaten back from one house to 
another, and reverberated from the hills in the background" (108). 
Darkness, the corollary of his torment, is feebly penetrated by the 
lamp held to the window of his mansion by Governor Bellingham, 
who can see no further into the night "than he might into a mill- 
stone" (109); nor can the light held by Mistress Hibbins break the 
dense pall. The intrusion of the picturesque as a commentary on 
the sublime terror of the scene-a frequent interaction of these 
modes-begins as the lantern carried by Mr. Wilson brings into 
relief the homely details of a rustic village; a post, a garden-fence, 
a latticed window, an arched door, and a door-step made of a rough 
log are the signs of the order and tranquillity from which the min- 
ister is excluded. For Hawthorne, the picturesque is often asso- 
ciated with such glimpses of domestic peace. The glare of the 
meteor crossing the sky causes it to resemble "the dome of an im- 
mense lamp" (112), ironically bringing into view evidences of 
seasonal renewal, further contrasting the sterility and abjectness 
of the minister, around whom is glimpsed the promise of earth, 
visible in the early grass growing about the door-steps and thres- 
holds, the garden-plots "black with freshly turned earth," and the 
wheel-track "margined with green on either side..." (112). This 
scene is a variation upon the passage in the Custom House chapter 
in which moonlight transforms familiar objects in a room into 
something remote and strange; the light of the meteor also alters 
everything it touches, but the effect is one of terror rather than 
beauty, showing "the familiar scene of the street, with the distinct- 
ness of mid-day but also with the awfulness that is always imparted 
to familiar objects by an unaccustomed light" (112). This motif 
reaches a climax as the diseased egotism of the clergyman's guilty 
soul shapes this light into the form of its offense-the form of the 
letter A. Henry James protested that in this episode "we feel that 
[Hawthorne] goes too far, and is in danger of crossing the line that 
separates the sublime from its intimate neighbor." 7 James, preoc- 
cupied with the possibilities of realistic fiction, forgets that in- 
tensity of this kind is beyond the reach of fiction that remains 
within the limits of verisimilitude and probability. Just as Dimmes- 
dale's guilt and suffering become obsessive and all-consuming, so 
must the illumination it casts upon the physical world in which he 
moves. 

7Hawthorne (New York, 1956), p. 94. 
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Hawthorne does not describe the transition from the moral 
confusion that overtakes Dimmesdale as he leaves the forest to the 
final stage of his development-his surrender to the exaltation of 
a transcendent religious experience. Only the preliminary steps 
are specified. The minister is aware that the dream of happiness 
with which Hester tempted him was a deadly sin, but beyond this 
Hawthorne states only that "another man had returned out of the 
forest; a wiser one; with a knowledge of hidden mysteries which 
the simplicity of the former never could have reached" (159). We 
do not know what these "hidden mysteries" are, nor do we know 
the meaning of the appended exclamation, "A bitter kind of knowl- 
edge that!" (159). This vagueness may be traceable to Hawthorne's 
recognition that words cannot convey the essential quality of a 
mystical rapture that sweeps everything before it. When he returns 
to the task of writing his Election Sermon, Dimmesdale casts the 
old sheets into the fire and begins anew, "with such an impulsive 
flow of thought and emotion, that he fancied himself inspired; 
and only wondered that Heaven should see fit to transmit the 
grand and solemn music of its oracles through so foul an organ-pipe 
as he" (160). The man who wanted to corrupt young girls in the 
street has vanished. This momentous change affects his physical 
appearance: a certain dimness (this may be the pun that gives his 
name its allegorical meaning) invests him as he walks in the Elec- 
tion Day procession. He is radiant with spirituality: "he saw noth- 
ing, heard nothing, knew nothing, of what was around him; but the 
spiritual element took up the feeble frame ... converting it to 
spirit like itself" (169). To Hester he now seems "remote from her 
own sphere, and utterly beyond her reach," and Pearl senses "the 
remoteness and intangibility that had fallen around the minister" 
(170). 

In "The Revelation of the Scarlet Letter," this serenity disap- 
pears in a turmoil of conflicting emotions. Doubt, anxiety, a feeble 
smile, fierceness of speech, and the convulsive gesture of tearing 
away the ministerial band, all testify to the immense struggle in 
which human and divine impulses are locked. This awesome spec- 
tacle represents the retreat of the terror and abjectness of the false 
sublime before the visionary power and grandeur of the religious 
sublime. Thoreau called the religious sublime "the most un- 
earthly and godlike emotion," and "the very basis of our re- 
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ligion." 8 His view was shared by men of spiritual vocation who 
found themselves without theology or formal allegiances; for Haw- 
thorne the religious sublime testified to the possibility of religious 
experience free of a narrow or dogmatic base. This distinction is 
important in The Scarlet Letter, in which reservations about 
Puritans and Puritanism are independent of the belief in the 
necessity and power of Dimmesdale's confession. It is through this 
order of sublimity that Hawthorne's theme detaches itself from the 
Puritan context and achieves its universality. 

The descriptive sublimity through which landscape is repre- 
sented draws upon the implication of a source in the infinite, be- 
yond the powers of visual perception. As an attempt to draw 
closer to this source, the religious sublime tends to greater ab- 
straction, sometimes seeking analogies in the non-verbal arts. For 
Hawthorne music is a language appropriate to Dimmesdale's sur- 
render to the moral law. The words of his sermon reach Hester, 
who stands by the platform outside the church, not as sense but 
sound-as music that "breathed passion and pathos, and emotions 
high or tender, in a tongue native to the human heart, wherever 
educated" (172). Behind this usage is the Longinian tradition that 
considers the sublime in rhetorical terms, as a style adapted to the 
expression of emotions in which is heard the echo of a great soul. 
This view is also present in Edmund Burke's Enquiry, in which 
the clear and definite images of painting are said to be less useful 
than verbal or abstract language in communicating an experience 
of the sublime.9 The Platonic idea of the unique power of music 
over the soul is important in the tradition of the irregular Pindaric 
ode, inaugurated by Abraham Cowley, with which Hawthorne was 
familiar. The controversy among eighteenth century aestheticians 
as to whether music was a mimetic or an expressive art is echoed in 
the ambiguity between the sense of Dimmesdale's words and the 
effect of their sound alone.'0 Dimmesdale's image of himself as a 

8 Cited by Sherman Paul, The Shores of America: Thoreau's Inward Exploration 
(Urbana, 1958), pp. 33-34. 

9A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful, ed. J. T. Boulton (London and New York, 1958); see section IV, "On the 
Difference Between Clearness and Obscurity with regard to the passions," pp. 60-64. 

10 For an account of these theories see M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: 
Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (New York, 1958), pp. 88-94. On music 
and the sublime ode, see also Martin Price, To The Palace of Wisdom: Studies in 
Order and Energy from Dryden to Blake (Garden City, N. Y., 1964), pp. 372-375. 



390 Nineteenth-Century Fiction 

foul organ-pipe unites the self-contempt that derives from his guilt 
with the sublimity of the music transmitted through him. This 
image modifies the symbol of the Aeolian harp in suggesting the 
passive and receptive role of the individual who is played upon by 
the power of a music-making spiritual force. 

This musical motif is continued in "the long heaves and swells of 
sound" (167) of the procession, emanating from the military band 
leading the march. Drum and clarion are named, among "a variety 
of instruments, perhaps imperfectly adapted to one another, and 
played with no great skill" (167)." Thus Hawthorne imparts the 
stately rhythm suitable to the occasion in a passage reminiscent of 
Thoreau's drum-beat in A Week on the Concord and Merrimack 
Rivers-as a signal introducing a sublime experience. One need 
not suppose an identity between Thoreau's assertion that he has 
united himself with "the actual glory of the universe" and the 
agonized experience of the minister in order to perceive that for 
both writers rhythmical sound stimulates a mood of reverence and 
ecstasy. Though Hawthorne is reported to have been insensitive to 
music,12 it is unlikely that he was unaffected by the union of music 
and Transcendental thought that flourished at Boston and Brook 
Farm.13 The insistence upon the philosophical importance of music 
in the life of man in the writings of many German authors read by 
the Transcendentalists was taken up by Margaret Fuller, John 
Sullivan Dwight, and others who wished to understand the re- 
ligious and social implications of musical activity. The transition 
from the private to the public significance of Dimmesdale's sermon 
is made in musical terms: the cadences of the sermon rise "through 
progressive gradations of sweetness and power" (172) until the 
minister's exaltation enfolds his congregation. "The souls of the 
listening audience had been borne aloft, as on the swelling waves 
of the sea" (175). Images of wind, thunder, and sea convey the won- 
der of their reaction. 

"Percy Scholes, in The Puritans and Music in England and New England (Lon- 
don, 1934), accuses Hawthorne in this passage of attributing "to the Bostonians too 
high a degree of musical organization and too generous a provision of musical re- 
sources" (p. 81). Available histories of music in Puritan America seem to confirm 
this view; the anachronism has its motive in the suitability of the musical motif as 
an expression of sublimity. 

'2Julian Hawthorne says that his father "was very wont to declare that he never 
could distinguish between 'Yankee Doodle' and 'Hail Columbia"' (Nathaniel Haw- 
thorne and His Wife, Vol. I [Boston, 1885], p. 104). 

13See the chapter, "Music and the Transcendentalists" in Charmenz S. Lenhart, 
Musical Influence on American Poetry (Athens, Ga., 1956), pp. 105-111. 
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Perry Miller observed that the idea of God's promise in the 
sublimity of nature, fused with the belief in the inevitable advance 
of a democratic society, was a commonplace of nineteenth-century 
thought, and he remarks further that seventeenth-century Puritan- 
ism would not have understood these notions.'4 In The Scarlet 
Letter, the inference to be drawn is that Hawthorne is imposing 
this peculiarly emotional combination of the love of nature, re- 
ligious passion, and democratic sentiment upon Puritan society. 
Somewhat inaccurately, he characterizes the Puritan statesmen 
present at Dimmesdale's confession as "these foremost men of an 
actual democracy" (169); they are at one with the people by virtue 
of the sublime emotions which affect everyone: 

Each felt the impulse in himself, and, in the same breath, caught it from 
his neighbour ... beneath the sky, it pealed upward to the zenith. There 
were human beings enough, and enough of highly wrought and sym- 
phonious feeling, to produce that more impressive sound than the or- 
gan-tones of the blast, or the thunder, or the roar of the sea; even that 
mighty swell of many voices, blended into one great voice by that uni- 
versal impulse which makes likewise one vast heart out of the many 
(177). 

This is Hawthorne's only approximation to the hymn to democracy 
in Moby-Dick or to the rapture of Leaves of Grass. It is a mood 
which he is unwilling to sustain: the populace fails to understand 
the emotions which their minister has inspired in them, for they 
cannot believe in the sinfulness or guilt of the man who has united 
them, at least briefly, into one people. 

Thus Hawthorne returns to the drama of the dying clergyman. 
The sun shines upon him as it had upon Hester and her infant at 
the beginning; he summons them to join him as he had in his mid- 
night vigil; the crowd that had stolidly watched Hester is horrified 
at the sight of their minister climbing the same steps, supported by 
Hester and clasping the hand of the child. Dimmesdale's progres- 
sion from weakness and hypocrisy to this visionary climax remains 
a private experience that the woman who loves him cannot, at this 
moment, understand. As he dies, he exclaims to Hester, "so let me 
make haste to take my shame upon me" (179); but in the final chap- 
ter Hawthorne notes that she too has "taken up her long-forsaken 
shame" (185), as if this termination were as inevitable for her as 
for her lover. 

14 "Nature and the National Ego," in Errand into the Wilderness, pp. 207-210. 
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The last chapter of The Scarlet Letter is often regarded as a 
moralistic postlude in which Hawthorne breaks faith with his 
heroine, but it is difficult to read the assertion that "here had been 
her sin; here, her sorrow; and here was yet to be her penitence" 
(185), as anything other than a straightforward account of her 
career. The skepticism which had enabled her to address her lover 
in utter disbelief-"Thou lookest far into eternity with those 
bright dying eyes! Then tell me what thou seest?" (181)-is at last 
subdued. At the beginning she had repulsed the beadle and moved 
forward to accept the scorn of the multitude of her own volition. 
At the end, she chooses by another act of free-will to wear the 
scarlet letter again. But she has not been destroyed, as the romantic 
view would have it. In her self-denial and service to others she has 
achieved a religious synthesis of her experience; submissiveness 
and humility are the genuine values of the religious sublime. This 
is the conception that Hawthorne had dramatized in "The Great 
Stone Face." 15 Hawthorne's rhetoric of landscape suggests the 
undeniable tragedy of Hester's life in the picturesqueness of the 
peninsula cottage, now a ruin, to which she returns. She and the 
minister are united in their compliance to the religious sublime, 
but it is the false sublime that conveys the force of the unalterable 
law that separates them, visualized in the scarlet letter on their 
common tombstone as "one ever-glowing point of light gloomier 
than the shadow" (186). 

'" For a discussion of this tale, see my "Hawthome and the Sublime," pp. 395-396. 
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