
Manipulative Narration:  
Custom-House as Frame and Cipher 

Damien Joash Poon 
 
Much has been written about the relation between the Custom-House introduction (CH) and the 
story of The Scarlet Letter itself. The frame narration that is the CH (and, arguably, Chapter 24 as 
well) positions our reading of Scarlet, and allows us to draw parallels between C19 and C17, and 
between characters in both eras, notably the narrator and Hester. The narrator’s voice is by no 
means confined within the CH and Ch. 24 – he also makes his voice explicitly heard through 
narrative interjection or intrusion. These become occasions where the reader is reminded of the 
narrator’s hand in shaping the narrative according to his imagination.1 
 
 The CH sometimes appears daunting to students. It may help to view it as composed of 
several sections: 

 
1. Introducing Salem (7-14) 
2. Introducing the people of the CH (15-26) 
- The old Inspector (18-21) 
- The Collector (21-25) 
- The “man of business” (25-26) 
3. Introducing the Surveyor of the Revenue himself (27-28) 
4. The finding of the scarlet letter rag (28-34) 
5. Difficulties in writing (34-38) 
6. Departure from the CH (39-43) 
 

Breaking down the CH into these components makes the comparison with the Scarlet story 
more manageable: the depiction of Salem’s setting can be contrasted against that of Boston (esp. 
pp. 45-48); the people of the CH against the Puritans (esp. Ch. 1-3, though also later in the text); 
the Surveyor’s dilemma against that of Dimmesdale, or the Surveyor’s artistic impulses against 
that of Hester.  
 
 Implicit in the suggestion to draw these parallels is the idea that the CH somehow 
prepares us to encounter the story of Scarlet. Indeed, the CH is the lens through which we see 
the text. Consider, for example, that our very first encounter with Hester is mediated through 
the narrator’s view: “Hester Prynne, who appeared to have been rather a noteworthy personage 
… she had flourished … a kind of voluntary nurse, and doing whatever miscellaneous good she 
might” (32). The elevation of Hester’s standing here is unequivocal, and prejudices us towards 
her cause. The narrator even pre-empts our judgement of Hester’s predicament by framing her 
story in terms of “doings and sufferings” (33), characterising her as a martyr or victim of some 
larger oppression deserving our sympathy. The CH also introduces the disdain for sterility and 
routine through the narrator’s bleak introduction of Salem and the sardonic treatment of the 
Custom-House personnel. Consider the following passage: 

1 Read the lecture on Scarlet’s Romance composition to understand more fully the structural and thematic 
significance of the imagination in Scarlet. 
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They spent a good deal of time, also, asleep in their accustomed corners, with their 
chairs tilted back against the wall; awaking, however, once or twice in a forenoon, to 
bore one another with the several thousandth repetition of old sea-stories, and 
mouldy jokes, that had grown to be pass-words and countersigns among them. (17) 
 

The ease with which the narrator could chart the course of their days suggests an unwavering 
routine, while the transformation of “sea-stories” and “jokes” into “pass-words and 
countersigns” suggests the deadening effect of this routine, emptying the stories and jokes of 
their imaginative quality and potential to trigger more authentic communication.  The narrator 
makes clear his judgement of this effect through the hyperbole of “several thousandth” and the 
derogatory adjective, “mouldy”. Being swept along by the narrator’s tone and judgement, it is 
easy then for the reader to enter Scarlet more disdainful of the Puritans, whose rituals and 
rigidity call to mind the fixity of routines of these Custom-House individuals, whose mental and 
spiritual torpor are clear to see. Standing in opposition to these individuals are the narrator and 
Hester, both of whom are identified with artistic creativity (as a writer and as a seamstress 
respectively), which by its nature resists routine and repetition. The derogatory depiction of the 
Custom-House officials and the Puritans therefore contribute still further to the valorisation of 
Hester and her deeds. 
  

This is not to say, of course, that the reader has no choice but to go along with the 
narrator’s setup.2 What I am pointing out is that the reader already enters the story of Scarlet 
with a mind prejudiced by the narration of the CH, particularly if one is not critically aware of 
the narrative strategies used in the CH – the drawing of parallels, sarcasm, juxtaposition, 
caricatures, etc. At the same time, the CH is not merely a manipulative narrative, but also one 
which provides a cipher for reading the rest of the text. For one, it foregrounds some of the 
themes that will become dominant in Scarlet, such as isolation, individuality, the clash between 
desire and duty, and communal oppression, just to name a few. The first three should be fairly 
straightforward – refer to the narrator’s self-portrayal. To understand the latter theme, consider 
the suppression of the narrator’s creativity. He claims that the atmosphere of the Custom-House 
was “so little adapted … to the delicate harvest of fancy and sensibility, that, had [he] remained 
there through ten Presidencies yet to come,” the tale may yet have remained unwritten (34). His 
sojourn in the Custom-House seemed inimical to any creative endeavour. Likewise, his sudden 
dismissal from office, while not oppression per se, yet demonstrates the power and 
“bloodthirstiness” (40) of a community over an individual.3  
 
 Developing the idea of the CH as a cipher, one ought also to note that, in the CH, the 
narrator lays out the reading framework for Scarlet: it is to be read as a Romance (read the 
lecture on the Romance for more information). This is not merely explicitly stated (e.g. on pp. 
35-37) but also artfully constructed into the narrative by the convenient fiction of discovery. 
Borrowing the words of John Bayer:  

2 Yet one has to acknowledge that the narrator does attempt to manipulate the reader:  “so excessive is his initial 
attention to the reader that one is persuaded he was more than a little anxious about ‘converting’ his reader to 
narratee [a term for the intended reader; the person to whom the narrator is speaking]” (Bayer 253). 
3 While Hawthorne’s narration in the CH is relatively mild, he was in fact quite bitter about his dismissal: “In a letter 
to Longfellow written two days before his dismissal, he threatens to ‘immolate one or two’ of his political enemies […] 
‘It turns my stomach to think of that Salem Custom-House,’ he wrote to his friend William Pike. ‘I wish I could blot out 
from my mind all memory of the years I spent there” (MacShane 97-98). 
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Hawthorne seeks his reader's sympathy […] by adopting the pose of editor of 
Surveyor Pue’s manuscript. That he includes the romance convention of the found 
manuscript is once again indicative of his sensitivity to his readership. What has 
been called quite simply the public's "distrust of fiction" in the nineteenth century 
is, as already noted, a prejudice shared by Hawthorne's reader. Given this attitude of 
resistance, Hawthorne places the starting point of his narrative in the public 
domain; that is, he invites his reader to share in the discovery of the Pue 
manuscript. He attempts to engender some commonality of experience between 
the reader and himself in order to prepare for their respective roles in the 
romance (i.e., narratee and narrator). (Bayer 255, emphases mine) 

 
One may also say that the narrator negotiates an agreement with his readers to approach this 
text as Romance, a necessary step in order for the fuller significance of Scarlet to emerge 
through the writing. The CH thus also plays an important role in the narrative construction of 
the text.  
 
 This role, however, does not end with the last page of the CH. Recognising the CH as a 
frame narration should make one hyper-aware of the fictionality of the story that follows. Take 
the example of the exchange between the Goodwives on pp. 48-49. Regular student analyses 
would tend to focus on the derogatory remarks, absolute statements, and merciless 
judgement in the speech of the Goodwives, drawing some relation to the harshness of the 
Puritan community, etc. This analysis is certainly not wrong; it is just incomplete. Attention to 
the fact that this tale is told with the intention to “diffuse thought and imagination through the 
opaque substance of to-day” (37) would allow one a slightly different analysis. To begin with, 
knowing who the narrator is (courtesy of the frame narrative) tells us that the conversation 
between the Goodwives was obviously not recorded verbatim – it was reimagined to suit the 
purpose of the tale. This invites us to consider the significance of the words ascribed to them, 
and the way they are characterised. These are women said to resemble “man-like Elizabeth”, of 
a “coarser fibre”, confirmed in their actions – “wedging their not unsubstantial persons” through 
the crowd – and speech. This unflattering portrayal, coupled with the distastefully harsh 
statements about Hester (insert previous analysis), suggests that it is not only Hester who is 
under scrutiny here (by the Goodwives), but the Goodwives as well (by the reader and 
narrator). In fact, the Goodwives could be said to be a caricature of the Puritan everyman (or 
every woman), whose judgement is taken to harsh excess. Reading Scarlet with an awareness of 
the frame narration allows one to pick out such moments which invite deeper analysis. 
 
 At times, of course, the narrator’s influence on the script is more explicitly 
demonstrated, notably in moments of narrative interjection. These moments sometimes serve a 
similar function as the frame narrative: to position our reading. To give an example: in a passage 
narrating Hester’s inner thoughts, the narrator adds, “It was an age in which the human 
intellect, newly emancipated, had taken a more active and a wider range than for many 
centuries before” (143). This serves to contextualise the narrative of Scarlet and to direct 
attention to the significance of Hester possessing such radical thoughts: while she may stand out 
in Puritan Boston, it was the Puritans who were resisting the Zeitgeist, the intellectual liberation 
of the world. This context serves in some measure to vindicate and validate Hester. Likewise, 
moments of interjection could serve to reposition the reader, such as when the narrator, having 
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described quite fantastically Pearl’s wandering in the forest, adds: “but here the tale has surely 
lapsed into the improbable” (178). Indeed, it has. A wolf coming up to offer his savage head to 
be patted by Pearl? Come on. Unrealistic! But this is precisely a necessary moment of 
repositioning: Scarlet is not a realistic tale; it is a Romance. This timely interjection cautions the 
reader against holding Scarlet to the yardstick of Realism, such that “at every moment, the 
impalpable beauty of [this] soap-bubble [could be] broken by the rude contact of some actual 
circumstance” (37). Written in the mode of a Romance, this is a narrative that commits to the 
spirit of truth in the telling, not the letter of truth.  
  
 In short, do not disregard the frame narrative! It is important, at very least in 
introducing Scarlet thematically and acting as a guide into the narrative. Should you wish to 
understand the significance of the CH better, you could draw parallels between parts of the CH 
and Scarlet, mentioned earlier, and analyse the significance of these parallels. Remember always 
to focus on narrative methods and their intended effects, in so doing. You may also wish to read 
the secondary articles cited in this short lecture. These can be found on JSTOR, accessible via 
our National Library’s website. The full citation of these works can be found below.  
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