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In your study of The Scarlet Letter it will be rather difficult to avoid the term “Romance” – after 
all, it is part of the fuller title itself: The Scarlet Letter: a Romance. No, it is not so termed because 
of the romantic affair between Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale. The Romance is a genre 
defined by a particular mode of writing. To give a more precise definition, it is 
 

a fictional story in verse or prose that relates improbable adventures of idealised 
characters in some remote or enchanted setting: or, more generally, a tendency in 
fiction opposite to that of realism. (Oxford Dictionary) 

 
Those of you familiar with Science Fiction / Fantasy Fiction may wonder if there are similarities. 
Without going into a convoluted discussion of the precise boundaries between these genres, I 
wish to quote from Nathaniel Hawthorne himself, to elucidate further the nature of a Romance. 
These lines appear in the preface to another of his works, The House of the Seven Gables (1851): 
 

When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that he wishes to 
claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which he would not have felt 
himself entitled to assume, had he professed to be writing a Novel. The latter form of 
composition is presumed to aim at a very minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but 
to the probable and ordinary course of man’s experience. The former—while as a work 
of art, it must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins unpardonably so far as it may 
swerve aside from the truth of the human heart—has fairly a right to present that truth 
under circumstances, to a great extent, of the writer’s own choosing or creation 

  
Here, Hawthorne seems to suggest that we understand the form of the Romance in contrast 
with the form of the (Realist) Novel. For the purposes of our study at this juncture, we can treat 
the Romance as a form that bends realism rather than discards it entirely; it is a form where 
“the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each imbue itself with the nature of the other” 
(Scarlet 35). In Scarlet, one of the most obvious ways this happens is through the fantastical 
portrayal of people and events. When we read Scarlet, therefore, we need to be attentive to the 
elements of fantasy and the imaginary/imagination that mark Scarlet as a Romance, and to 
consider how these shape our reading.  
 
 Let us ground our exploration in an early passage: 
 

The unlikeliest materials, a stick, a bunch of rags, a flower, were the puppets of Pearl’s 
witchcraft, and, without undergoing any outward change, became spiritually adapted to 
whatever drama occupied the stage of her inner world. Her one baby-voice served a 
multitude of imaginary personages, old and young, to talk withal. The pine-trees, aged, 
black, and solemn, and flinging groans and other melancholy utterances on the 
breeze, needed little transformation to figure as Puritan elders; the ugliest weeds of the 
garden were their children, whom Pearl smote down and uprooted, most unmercifully. 
[…] In the mere exercise of the fancy, however, and the sportiveness of a growing mind, 
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there might be little more than was observable in other children of bright faculties; except 
as Pearl, in the dearth of human playmates, was thrown more upon the visionary throng 
which she created. The singularity lay in the hostile feelings with which the child regarded 
all these offspring of her own heart and mind. (85) 

 
The elements of fantasy here connect the “Actual and the Imaginary” (35) through the 
transformative discourse – “outward change”, “spiritually adapted”, “transformation to 
figure”; the tangible manifesting the intangible – and the personification of the pine-trees, 
“flinging groans and other melancholy utterances”, identifying the elders with the personified 
trees. The boundary between Actual and Imaginary is further blurred by Pearl’s apparent 
treatment of the “offspring of her own heart and mind” with disturbingly real hostility, 
because of her inability or unwillingness to delineate these worlds. The imaginary force in this 
extract is made particularly uncanny given that young Pearl’s violent acts are not merely 
impulsive gestures, but calculated in “the stage of her inner world”, representing a conviction 
and an imagination that is frighteningly real.  
 

In this passage therefore we are presented with an arresting narrative that competes 
with that of the Puritan elders, inverting the judge and the judged: whereas Hester and Pearl are 
judged by the Puritan authorities (Ch 3: the first scaffold scene; Ch 8: on the custody of Pearl), 
Pearl is here the judge who smites the Puritans. Some of you may, at this point, mutter: “but this 
doesn’t actually happen. She’s just playing. But when the Puritans judge, there are real 
consequences! Hester has to go around wearing that ‘A’! We can’t make this comparison!” The 
point, however is precisely that, in a Romance, fantastical elements destabilise and challenge 
what is “real”. Is the implied judgement of the Puritans by the narrator any less real because 
it happens via Pearl’s fantasies? Likewise, does the judgement of the Puritan elders carry more 
weight simply because there are consequences in the world of the text? If the Romance is a 
genre that privileges the imagination, then it is no accident that Pearl – the impish, fantastical 
figure – is credited with such active (though vicious) imagination, one which “permits dull fact 
to be transformed into illuminated truth” (Clark 52). The narrator’s judgement of the Puritans is 
heard in the vividness of Pearl’s imagination. 

 
Recognising the blurring of boundaries between the Actual and the Imaginary in a 

Romance further allows us to broaden our reading and draw parallels in the text. When, a few 
pages later, we read that Pearl “made a rush at the knot of her enemies [Puritan children], and 
put them all to flight [and] resembled, in her fierce pursuit of them, an infant pestilence” (91), 
this violence calls to mind her earlier imaginary vengeance, marking it as a rehearsal for 
physical retaliation, validating the reality and intensity of her earlier play. In a text that 
denounces the Puritan tendency to absolutise, this ambiguity concerning what is real emerges 
as a response to the rigidity of the Puritan framework that insists on the fixity of judgement. It 
is, stylistically, the narrator’s challenge to the Puritans he critiques.  

 
These parallels can also be drawn by considering another aspect of the Romance, stated 

in the Oxford Dictionary definition: that a Romance “relates improbable adventures of 
idealised characters in some remote or enchanted setting”. Hester easily emerges as a likely 
candidate for an idealised character (cf. Scarlet 32-33), and while few would consider the 
Puritan town an “enchanted setting”, the forest chapters are easily recognised as scenes of 
enchantment (consider for e.g. how this is achieved through personification, symbolism of 
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light, narrative interjection). In fact, the forest is the liminal space of the text where 
Puritan authority is weakened, and character relations are re-negotiated. Take a look at 
Hester and Dimmesdale’s interaction in Ch 17-19, for example, and close read the differences 
between their interaction here and in earlier occasions (Ch3; Ch8; Ch12). Consider how the 
forest scenes present a competing narrative to that of the Puritans’, where character relations 
are concerned. 

 
This write-up is, of course, by no means comprehensive, nor does it do justice to the 

fuller features of the Romance genre. It is, however, an invitation to read the text with 
awareness of its genre, instead of treating it merely as a story book, to be read as a work of 
fiction in the same way as one would read a Realist Novel as fiction. The complementary lecture 
to this the one on the techniques of frame narration and narrative interjection, since these could 
remind the reader that what they read is “present[ed] ... under circumstances, to a great extent, 
of the writer’s own choosing or creation” (Seven Gables). 

 
 
 

Applying this lecture to your reading: 
 

- Identify instances of fantastical writing, or where there seems to be a blurring of 
boundaries between the imaginary and reality. 

- Close read these instances – what techniques are used to achieve this blurring or 
ambiguity? 

- Consider the significance of these passages: how does it deepen your understanding of 
the central conflicts / themes / characters in the text? 
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