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Unit 1 The Scarlet Letter

Dicrector: Roland Joffe
Starring: Demi Moore
Gary Oldman
Robert Duvall
Running time: 135 mins
Released: 1995
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I.Background Information

i. Historical background: America in 17th century

Many of the British North American colonies that eventually formed
the United States of America were settled in the seventeenth century by
men and women, who, in the face of European persecution(i#l & ), refused
to compromise( Z1/}) , passionately held religious convictions and fled Eu-
rope. The New England colonies, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Mary-
land were conceived and established “as plantations of religion” . Some
settlers who arrived in these areas came for secular (18 89, IEFZHH)
motives— “to catch fish” as one New Englander put it—but the great
majority left Europe to worship God in the way they believed to be cor-
rect. They enthusiastically supported the efforts of their leaders to create
“a city on a hill” or a “holy experiment” , whose success would prove
that God’s plan for his churches could be successfully realized in the
American wilderness. Even colonies like Virginia, which were planned as
commercial ventures, were led by entrepreneurs( 42 V.2 ) who considered
themselves “militant Protestants” and who worked diligently to promote
the prosperity of the church.

The religious persecution that drove settlers from Europe to the
British North American colonies sprang from the conviction held by
Protestants and Catholics alike, that uniformity of religion must exist in
any given society . This conviction rested on the belief that there was one
true religion and that it was the duty of the civil authorities( 4 & ) to im-
pose it, forcibly (% J7 #b)if necessary,in the interest of saving the souls of

all citizens.
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ii. Story source

The film is an adaptation of Nathaniel Hawthorne's classic novel
about 17th century northeast America, complete with witcheraft, adul-
tery,and the harsh realities of immigrant(and women’s)life at the time.

Nathaniel Hawthorne has been
recognized as one of America’s most
important writers. He was born in
Massachusetts on July 4, 1804. After
his father, ship’s captain, died at sea in
1808, his mother then brought her son
and two daughters to live with her

family. In 1821 Hawthorne was ac-

cepted to Bowdoin College. He gradu-
ated in 1825.

Twelve years later, when Twice-told Tales was published with
Hawthorne’s name on the cover, he received much recognition from al-
ready well-established critics. In 1837 Hawthorne met Sophia Peabody, a
frail amateur artist to whom he became engaged the following year. He
left the Custom House in November 1840. Two vyears later, in July 1842,
Hawthorne married Sophia and moved into the Old Manse in Concord.
His daughter Una was born in 1844,

In April 1846, Hawthorne became Surveyor of the Salem Custom
House and returned to his birthplace. There, anguished by his mother’s
death,he wrote The Scarlet Letter . Hawthorne moved to Berkshires in
the spring of 1850, where he soon produced his second novel, The House
of the Seven Gables .

Hawthorne’s third child, Rose, was born in 1851. Then, Hawthorne

was appointed Consul to Liverpool, serving from 1853 to 1857. When he
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returned to Concord in 1860, his health was broken. He died on May 19,
1864 .

iii. Document
The Mayflower Compact

Composed by William Bradford , Adopted November 11,1620

In the name of God, Amen.

We whose names are underwritten, the loyal subjects of our dread
sovereign Lord,King James, by the grace of God,of Great Britain, France
and Ireland king, defender of the faith, etc., having undertaken, for the
glory of God, and advancement of the Christian faith, and honor of our
king and country,a voyage to plant the first colony in the Northern parts
of Virginia,do by these presents solemnly and mutually in the presence of
God,and one of another, covenant and combine ourselves together into a
civil body politic, for our better ordering and preservation and furtherance
of the ends aforesaid; and by virtue hereof to enact (%€ B ), consti-
tute, and frame such just and equal laws, ordinances, acts, constitutions,
and offices,from time to time, as shall be thought most meet and conve-
nient for the general good of the colony, unto which we promise all due
submission and obedience. In witness whereof we have hereunder sub-
scribed our names at Cape-Cod the 11 of November, in the year of the
reign of our sovereign lord, King James, of England, France, and Ireland

the eighteenth,and of Scotland the fifty-fourth. Anno Domini 1620.
“RAES" Y
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I1. Narration

i.Characters

1. Hester Prynne:the main character of the novel. She is a young, strong,
principled, and beautiful woman. Everything about her is oppressed by
the Puritan life style. She clearly represents the vibrant( =S Eh1%h),
unbridled womanhood set against a back drop of grim, shadowy puri-
tans.

2. Arthur Dimmesdale: the young, handsome, and unmarried pastor of
Hester’s church. He is not only guilty of committing adultery but also
of hiding his sin. However, he is ruined physically and mentally due to
his secret.

3. Roger Chillingworth: Hester’s old, cruel, and deformed husband. He
shows his real cruelty by sending Hester alone to America from Eng-
land with no way to fend for herself, and then abandoning her there for

two years without even writing to her to tell her that he is alive.

ii. Synopsis
In 1666 Hester Prynne arrives in Puritan Boston to find a place for

herself and her husband, Roger Prynne, who is to join her later. She meets
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Dimmesdale, who is the minister, and is deeply moved by his passionate
sermon. Soon Dimmesdale visits Hester ; they become powerfully attracted
to one another. Two young hearts begin to struggle against a love that is
growing stronger with each passing day.

Word arrives that Roger Prynne has been killed in an Indian raid(28
i) ,and the last barrier between Hester and Dimmesdale vanishes. Hester
becomes pregnant. She refuses to reveal who the father is, and the town
fathers throw her in jail. After the birth of Pearl, she still does not admit
her sin,and is forced to wear a scarlet letter A for punishment.

Roger Prynne appears under the name Roger Chillingworth,and dis-
covers that Dimmesdale is Hester’s lover. One night, Roger disguises({i
%) himself as an Indian to murder Dimmesdale, but wrongly killed
Wilson’s son. This causes a great disturbance. Hester takes the terrible
risk of reminding Dimmesdale to keep his silence.

Hester and four other women are framed as witches and are sen-
tenced to death. Dimmesdale climbs to the scaffold and declares he is
Hester's lover. At that critical moment, the Indians attack into the town,
the prisoners to be hanged together with the Indians in jail are saved.

With their Pearl, Hester and Dimmesdale leave for Carolina to find

the happiness that has eluded( ) them for so long.

I1I.Scenes

i.Landing on a new land

Mrs. Hibben : Governor Bellingham, allow me to introduce a young wom-
an who has been traveling with us. ...

Hester : Mistress Hester Prynne. ( Extending her hand )

Belingham: I apologize for the coarseness of my hands, Mistress. But here

in the colonies, everyone must work.
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Hester : I look forward to the hard work,Governor. As we read in Psalm:
“I will triumph in the works of thy hands.”

Wilson : Ah, thou canst quote the Scriptures.

Hester ; Aye, Reverend. Both testaments, my husband taught me.

Belingham : You must rest, Reverend Cheever. And after I look forward to

showing you what has been accomplished.

Mrs. Wilson : Welcome, Hester Prynne.

Hester: Wish I could have seen when first ones came when it was wild
and untouched.

Wilson: Madarm, you would do well here to use less lace in your dress-
making.

Hester : Indeed. Reverend.

ii. Hester comes cross Arthur.

Hester: Oh, goodness! Back up, back up. All right, girl, come on, back
up. ...

Arthur: Good morrow! May I be of assistance?

Hester : Not from up there. Come on. Steady. Steady. There you go. Easy.
Back up.Can’t seem to make this horse understand me.

Arthur:Let me try. Come on girl, come on. Come on, back up! Come on
girl,come on. I’'m afraid you're in too deep, she’ll not make it.
Now let me try this....

Hester: I do hope you can get it free; ’m already late for the service. And
as it is,everyone is talking about me.

Arthur:I’ve been away and I'm quite behind on the local gossip.

Hester : I've bought the old Newberry place up on the Ballinger’s Point.

Arthur: Then I owe you an apology. ['ve been trespassing. There’s a place
at the point where I like to bathe.

Hester : Really? Well I shan’t charge too steep a tariff. Come on, girl. Back
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up,oh,back up.

Arthur:One, two. . .two, three. I’'m afraid this cart will be stuck here till
Sabbath unless I can gather some hands to help. Would you care
to ride with me?

Hester: On your horse with you?

Arthur: Aye, unless you can ride. . ..

Hester: I can ride.

Arthur: You take my horse and I'll take yours. There is a shorter cut to
the meeting house, but it’s difficult ground.

Hester : I shall manage, sir.

Arthur: Are you certain?

Hester: Just you lead the way.

iii. Hester is working by the sea, Arthur comes.

Arthur: Mistress Prynne?

Hester : Ah, Reverend Dimmesdale, you frightened me.

Arthur:I'm sorry,I didn’t mean to.

Hester: No,it’s a wonderful surprise.

Arthur:It’s beautiful. ( Referring to the scene of sea )

Hester: Ah, yes and frightening. Just as Eden must have been, so un-
touched. Does it not cry out with its promise that here everything
can begin anew?

Arthur: I've brought back your books.

Hester: You couldn’t have read them all in four days.

Arthur:I did, I did. I read most of them twice. Thank you.

Hester: You're welcome.

Arthur:Farewell, Hester, I’'m not the man I seem, I've lived in this town-
ship my whole life, my purpose clear. But now I'd risk every-

thing, my life, my ministry, my soul,just to spend a few moments



Unit 1 The Scarlet Letter 9

alone with you.God help me, Hester, I love thee.

Hester: God help me, I love thee too.

Arthur:Oh,God, have we lost our way?

Hester:No, I dreamed of thee speaking thy heart. I have prayed for it
even if | have dreaded it. Was 1 alive before I laid my eyes on
thee?

Arthur: What shall we do?

Hester: | know not.

Arthur:Say something to end it,for [,I have not the power.

Hester:Nor I.

Arthur:Nay! We could be hanged for this. I've put you in too much dan-
ger. And I must end it by walking away now and never speaking
with you again.

Hester : Go then,do as you’ve promised.

iv. Arthur brought Hester the news of Prynne’s death.

Arthur: Mistress Prynne, ’m here as your Minister.

Hester : Come in.

Arthur: There was an attack, an Indian attack on one of our ships. They
said that all aboard were massacred. I regret to be the one to
bring you this sad news. I'll leave you to your mourning.

Hester : Are you absolutely certain none survived?

Arthur: They say the tide washed away the bodies.

Hester : God forgive me. I've prayed for long to be set free.

Arthur:No, you didn’t cause his death, Hester, God took your husband.

Hester: Yes, but was it an answer to my prayers? Does HE work like
that?

Arthur:Perhaps if for in HIS eyes, there was no other way that we could

be together.
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Hester: I must know what the law is, the period of mourning. How long
must one wait,one month,six months, what?

Arthur:In cases where there is no absolute proof of death, seven years
must pass before we are free to be seen in public.

Hester: Oh, seven years!

Arthur: Aye.

v.Hester got pregnant.
Governor: Are you with a child, mistress? Answer your betters, woman!
Do you carry a bastard child in your womb?

Hester: Yes.

Wilson: Who is the father? You are an innocent next to the one who
would hide behind your skirts. We would hang that fornicator by
the neck!

Hester: ] will not reveal the name,sir.

Wilson: I will tell you his name! His name is Lucifer! His name is Lust!
His name is Legion!

Wilson: Gentlemen, what do you hope to accomplish with this? You
know very well there is no law against pregnancy.

Governor : But there is against adultery.

Wilson: It would only be adultery if her husband were proved to be
alive. ...

Governor: We can incarcerate her under adultery and the meetings will

stop.-

Arthur ;: Governor,if you knew the name of this man, would you still place
Hester Prynne behind bars?

Governor : Has she confessed the name to you, Arthur?

Hester: I’ve confessed nothing to Reverend Dimmesdale.

Wilson : What is the troth?



Unit 1 The Scarlet Letter 11

Hester : He knows nothing of my personal affairs.

Governor : Give us the troth!

Hester: He speaks as my pastor to spare me your harsh hand, but I fear
not your punishments! I love and honor the man who has fa-
thered this child! And say what you will, he is my true husband
for life. And I shall furnish you with no information which might
cause him harm!

Governor: Very well, mistress. You leave me no choice, you are under ar-

rest.

vi. Hester is taken to the scaffold.

Governor: Hester Prynne, though you show no modesty in your apparel,
yet you have a chance still to repent your sins!

Governor : Child, do you not believe that you have sinned?

Hester: [ believe I have sinned in your eyes, but who’s to know if God

shares your views?

Governor: Woman, transgress not against the limits of Heaven’s mercy!
Good master Dimmesdale, you are her pastor, speak to her for
all our sakes,soften her, her hardness, her obstinacy.

Wilson : Speak to the woman, my brother. Exalt her to confess the truth!

Arthur:Hester Prynne, you hear what these good men say, and you can

see the accountability under which I labor. For your soul’s peace,
I charge thee, speak out the name of your fellow sinner. Be not
silent from some mistaken pity or tenderness for him. For believe
me,if he could step down from a high place and stand there be-
side you on your pedestal of shame, it would be better than to
carry a guilty heart through life. What can your silence do for
him except to tempt him? Compel him as it were, to add

hypocrisy to sin. Speak. She will not speak.



