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THE 
LAST 
JUDGEMENT 

Wrapping up the Narrative 

Tragic OR Hopeful End? 

A Sense of Closure 

Is there redemption? 

On the Narrative Structure 

Reading Double? 

“the record of other doings and sufferings 
of this singular woman” (Custom-House) 

“a tragic waste of Hester’s powers 
and passions” (2015 CJC Prelim) 

“the darkening close of a tale of human 
frailty and sorrow” (Custom-House) 

Scarlet’s As Tragic: 
Inevitable Reading? 

Instead of providing you with an overview 
of methods and effects and themes and 
question types -- hang on, aren't all these 
already in the P3 Handbook, in the 
Roundtable document, in the 2015 Curated 
Prelim Questions, in the Revision Pack ... ... 
-- here's a lecture presenting some parting 
thoughts on Scarlet, aimed at getting you 
to think about some of the core issues of 
the text and to understand how to make 
sustained analysis anchored in close 
analysis.
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A tragic end as the 
judgement of Hester is 

presented to be unyielding, 
her separation with 

Dimmesdale enduring, and 
the office of the scarlet 

letter unfinished. 

Unyielding Judgement; Enduring Separation 
Divine discourse 

H: “Shall we not spend our  
immortal life together?”  

DD: “The law we broke!–the sin 
here so awfully revealed!–Let 

these alone be in thy thoughts! I 
fear! I fear!”  

(Ch 23). 

Unyielding Judgement; Enduring Separation 
Spatial symbolism:  

“magic circle of ignominy” (Ch 21, 22) 
surrounding H in the Puritan crowd; where she 

stands, there the scaffold is.  

“[the scarlet letter’s] spell … kept the scaffold 
awful … and likewise the cottage … where 

Hester Prynne had dwelt” (Ch 24). 

“yet with a space between, as if the dust of the 
two sleepers had no right to mingle” (Ch 24). 

Point on cottage kept awful by the scarlet 
letter’s spell: even after Dimmersdale's 
confession, which exonerates Hester, the 
thought of Hester Prynne still comes with 
an imaginary circle of exclusion in the 
minds of the Puritans. 

The divine judgement of Hester, which we 
noted earlier in the symbolism of the light 
in the forest and in the elf-like and 
diabolical uncanniness of Pearl (the "scarlet 
letter endowed with life") repeatedly 
narrated is here presented as unchanged: 
Dimmesdale's absolutist divine discourse 
suggests that their sin is irreversible and 
irredeemable. Their separation endures.
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Unbreakable Ties; Unfulfilled Penitence 

Image of confinement 

“the chain that bound her here was of 
iron links … here, she said to herself, had 

been the scene of her guilt, and here 
should be the scene of her earthly 

punishment” (Ch 5) 
Cf. “Here was the iron link of mutual crime, 

which neither he nor she could break” (Ch 13) 

Unbreakable Ties; Unfulfilled Penitence 

Narrative commentary 

“Here had been her sin; here, her 
sorrow; and here was yet to be her 

penitence.” (Ch 24) 
 

The Scarlet  Letter 
had not Done its Office 

“She had returned, therefore, and 
resumed,–of her own free will, for 

not the sternest magistrate of that 
iron period would have imposed it,–

resumed the symbol of which we 
have related so dark a tale. Never 
afterwards did it quit her bosom.” 

(Ch 24) 

Hester is pulled inexorably back towards 
Boston, to resume her self-imposed 
penitence, a point emphasised by the 
narrative interjection. Note personification 
in “never … did it quit”, almost as if the 
letter has a will of its own. Cf. CH, the 
narrator’s first encounter with the scarlet 
letter: "I expereinced a sensation not 
altogether physical, yet almost so, as of 
burning heat, and as if the letter were not of 
red cloth, but red-hot iron" – not 
personification here but all the same, the 
scarlet letter is ascribed some uncanny 
agency. Also, even though the letter ceased 
to be a stigma, it retains a hold over Hester, 
defining who she is; Hester marches down 
her predetermined path, unable to swerve 
aside.

This creates an almost deterministic and 
fatalistic effect: Hester cognises her state of 
sin as irrevocable.

Deterministic, and ponderously delivered.
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The Scarlet Letter 

ENDS Therefore On 

A TRAGIC NOTE .  
Notice Something Missing? 

(Continued from the Previous Quote) 
“But, in the lapse of the toilsome, 

thoughtful, and self-devoted years that 
made up Hester’s life, the scarlet letter 

ceased to be a stigma … and became a type 
of something to be sorrowed over, and 

looked upon with awe, yet with reverence 
too.” Hester believed in a “brighter period … 
[establishing] the whole relation between 

man and woman on a surer ground of 
mutual happiness” (Ch 24). 

Whence Comes Hope? 
Hester is reclaimed in the 
reader’s eyes as a martyr 

and a herald of a less 
punitive and dogmatic age. 
Her suffering is redemptive. 

But that’s not all

The signification of the scarlet letter 
metamorphosises alongside the changing 
social relations between Hester and the 
Puritan community. Not only is she "Able" or 
a "Sister of Mercy" (Ch 13), she is now also 
narrativised as being one with a  prophetic 
vision. What is of note here is that the very 
same symbol of sorrow becomes a symbol 
of hope and succour. 

The reading so far has, of course, been 
slightly selective, focusing only on the 
unyielding nature of judgement, the 
endurance of Hester's separation from 
Dimmesdale, and the persistence of the 
scarlet letter in ruling over Hester. Yet the 
consequences of this constellation of 
observation can yet give rise to some hope, 
as indeed the narrative demonstrates.

Damien Joash Poon
Line



5 

“And, after many, many years, a new grave 
was delved, near an old and sunken one […] 
with a space in between, as if the dust of 

the two sleepers had no right to mingle. Yet 
one tombstone served for both. […] It bore a 
device, a herald’s wording of which might 
serve for a motto and brief description of 
our now concluded legend; so sombre is it, 

and relieved only by one ever-glowing point 
of light gloomier than the shadow:– 

‘ON A FIELD, SABLE, THE LETTER A. GULES’” (Ch 24) 

An aside: 
Heraldic Language 

Crash Course 
(You can still learn something new in the last lecture) 

http://www.internationalheraldry.com/

The standard reading pursued by many 
students has focused on the enduring 
punishment of separation even in death; I 
offer an alternative reading below. 
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(End of Aside) 

It is possible to discern just a hint of 
tenderness in this narration: the passive 
voice in “a new grave was delved” and the 
deliberately allusive references to Hester 
and Dimmesdale suggests a reluctance to 
admit to the kindness inherent in this act 
that is nonetheless there; in like manner 

while the two graves remain separated, one 
tombstone – one indicator of identity – 

serves to mark their common resting spot, 
under a common device that speaks for 

their shared history.  

With an understanding of the language of 
heraldry, we now understand that on the 
tombstone is not these words but a device 
shaped like a black shield with a red "A". 
This is the heraldic device that Hester and 
Dimmesdale share. To understand why this 
is significant, consider the following 
argument from Douglas Greenwood:

"It is fitting that Dimmesdale should 'wear' 
the scarlet letter on his tombstone some 
years before Hester joins him there and that 
she should be at least partly vindicated 
after all her suffering. Just as they have 
shared in sin, so they must share--for 
better and for worse--in its consequences. 
[...] their bitterly-earned coat of arms [...] 
signifies both the shame of their past and 
the achievement of their redemption." (210)
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Some hope can be discerned
in the ending as we are presented 

with a validation of Hester and 
Dimmesdale’s relationship, and a 

sense of Puritan acceptance, 
though halting and incomplete, 

suggesting the possibility of 
softening even among such 

dogmatic beings.  

L e s s o n :  

Read in context 
Answer with nuance 

Wrapping up the Narrative 

Tragic OR Hopeful End? 

A Sense of Closure 

Is there redemption? 

On the Narrative Structure 

Hearing Double? 

Please do try to avoid making sweeping 
statements about the text, writing as if one 
point of observation in the text applies to all 
points of observation (about characters, 
themes, use of specific methods, etc.)
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Dimmesdale 

Problematising DD’s Redemption 

Dimmesdale’s redemption is

premised on his confession – yet
the narrator presents this confession 

as unheard by many of the Puritans,
and presents this deafness in the 

intertwining of evasiveness and

triumphalism in his prose style
relating to Dimmesdale’s confession.  

“With a convulsive motion he tore away the 
ministerial band from before his breast. It was 
revealed! But it were irreverent to describe that 

revelation. For an instant the gaze of the 
horror-stricken multitude was concentrated on 

the ghastly miracle; while the minister stood 
with a flush of triumph in his face, as one who, 
in the crisis of acutest pain, had won a victory. 

Then, down he sank upon the scaffold! […] 
Chillingworth knelt down beside him, with a 
blank, dull countenance, out of which the life 

seemed to have departed.” (Ch 23) 

The point is not that the narrator literally 
tells us that the Puritans do not 
acknowledge Dimmesdale’s confession; the 
point is that the delivery of the narrative 
(i.e. methods of presentation) also evoke 
this inability and unwillingness to accept 
Dimmesdale's confession. 

The effect of the intertwining of 
evasiveness and triumphalism is to 
undercut the triumphalism in 
Dimmesdale's confession.

Dimmesdale's moment of triumph is not 
recognised for what it is: the triumphant 
tone of “It was revealed” is bathetically 
followed by the evasive, almost coy and 
teasing “but it were irreverent to describe 
that revelation”. 

Chillingworth’s reaction is contrasted 
ironically against that of the Puritans – he 
understands the significance of this 
gesture and the triumph therein, while the 
Puritans do not, though they were the 
target of this revelation.

Damien Joash Poon
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“Certain persons, who […] professed never once to have 
removed their eyes from [Dimmesdale], denied that there 
was any mark […] neither, by their report, had his dying 
words acknowledged […]the slightest connection on his 

part, with the guilt [of Hester]. According to these highly 
respectable witnesses, the minister, conscious that he 
was dying […] had desired, by yielding up his breath in 
the arms of that fallen woman, to express to the world 

how utterly nugatory is the choicest of man’s own 
righteousness. After exhausting life in his efforts for 

mankind’s spiritual good, he had made the manner of his 
death a parable, in order to impress on his admirers the 
mighty and mournful lesson, that, in the view of Infinite 

Purity, we are sinners all alike.” (Ch 24) 

L e s s o n :  

Not What is Said 

But How it is Said 

Wrapping up the Narrative 

Tragic OR Hopeful End? 

A Sense of Closure 

Is there redemption? 

On the Narrative Structure 

Reading Double? 

“Nugatory”: of no value or importance; useless or 
futile.

The narrator, of course, discredits this reading in 
the lines immediately following this passage, and 
that gives us the framework for reading this 
passage not only as a presentation of what the 
Puritans thought but also as criticism of their 
obstinate refusal to accept what was placed 
before their eyes. 

I am reminded here of Animal farm, of the 
moments where the animals convince 
themselves that the dissonance between the 
words on the wall and those in their memory 
must be the result of their misremembering. 

The narrator mocks the Puritans by presenting 
their profession of certainty in a categorical tone 
("never once to have ... the slightest connection"), 
knowing that it will be discredited by the reader 
who has, a few moments ago, been guided by the 
narrative to witness the triumphant moment of 
Dimmesdale’s confession as it was intended by 
the minister. In fact, the narrative is almost 
ironic: it is not Dimmesdale, but the Puritans 
who have made his death a parable. 

Given the blatant overwriting of Dimmesdale’s 
act by the Puritans, then, it is possible to argue 
that Dimmesdale’s act of atonement to redeem 
himself is presented as being only partially 
successful, since it is so vigorously rejected 
(though out of Good Puritan Intentions).
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The Frame 
Matters 

Reading Double  

We read simultaneously the C17 
events and the Narrator’s 

agenda/prejudice, in the same 
narrative. The text is filled with 

the narrator’s imprint. 

Explicit Narrative Purpose 

“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 allowed myself […] as much 
license as if the facts had been 

entirely of my own invention” (CH) 

Some key methods by which we discern the 
narrator’s imprint: see subsequent slides. 

Statements like these from the Narrator 
position the text in the genre of Romance, a 
mode of writing which privileges the 
imagination of the writer – more 
importantly, it reminds us that what we are 
reading is as much the narrator’s crafted 
tale with explicitly stated purposes, such as 
the reclamation of Hester’s dignity and the 
atonement for his Puritan ancestor’s 
cruelties by casting their actions in a less 
favourable light. Narrative bias and agenda 
are, of course, not unique to texts with a 
frame narrative; frame narration does, 
however, make us hyper-aware of the 
narrator's role in the crafting of the text, by 
virtue of its self-reflexivity.
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Narrative Interjection 

“But we perhaps exaggerate the 
gray or sable tinge, which 

undoubtedly characterise the 
mood and manners of the age” 

(Ch 21) 

L e s s o n :  

Not a Text But A 
Text-Within-A-Text 

REVISION TIPS 

The narrator’s self-reflexive correction 
makes us explicitly aware of the narrator’s 
presence. But the whole text is filled with 
the narrator’s C19 presence, not just these 
moments of interjection. 

Why is there a risk of this exaggeration? 
Because the narrator himself bears 
prejudice against the Puritans, not only in 
recognition of “their cruelties [and] 
shame” (CH) but also in recognising in them 
a version of the oppressive Custom House 
crowd he worked in. Refer to the writing in 
the Handbook for more information.
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Rein in the Chaos 

Consolidate Notes 
Write as you Read 

Essays / outlines 
Time is of the Essence 

1 hour / 15 min 
People are Friends not Foes 

Collaborate 
“Sleep is for the weak”: 

Honest Like Iago 

SOFT YOU; 
A WORD OR TWO  
BEFORE YOU GO 
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