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A note on the texts

In quoting from Hawthorne’s writing, I have used The Centenary Edition of the
Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. William Charvat et al., 23 vols. (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1962-97). I have cited quotations from this edition
by volume and page number.
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Preface

Even people who have not read Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter know about
scarlet letters. In building a novel around the predicament of a Puritan woman,
Hester Prynne, who is punished for her crime of adultery by being made to
wear a scarlet A on her dress, Hawthorne gave us a convenient way of thinking
about crime and punishment and about our power to make sentences fit the
nature of crimes. We see many references to scarlet letters in the popular media.

Hawthorne is also popularly associated with Puritanism, and he did set some
of his best-known fictions, including The Scarlet Letter, in the seventeenth-
century world of Puritan New England. One of his ancestors had been a judge
at the Salem witchcraft trials in 1692, and Hawthorne said he felt guilty about
his ancestor’s role in persecuting some of Salem’s citizens. Hawthorne did not
confine himself to Puritanism, however. He was a master psychologist, and
many of his works focus on individuals’ efforts to understand complex moral
problems and relationships.

Hawthorne had an unusual career in that he wrote nothing but short fiction
for twenty years and then, after publishing The Scarlet Letter in 1850, nothing
but novels for the last fifteen years of his career. The Scarlet Letter was a modest
bestseller, and he tried to capitalize on its success by writing The House of the
Seven Gables, The Blithedale Romance, and The Marble Faun. Many of his early
stories still have the power to puzzle and fascinate us — especially “My Kinsman,
Major Molineux,” “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” “Young Goodman Brown,” “The
Minister’s Black Veil,” “Wakefield,” “The Birth-mark,” and “Rappaccini’s
Daughter” — and 1 have devoted chapter 3 to those and other short works.
In chapter 4, I analyze each of the four major novels from several different
angles, reflecting a few of the approaches Hawthorne’s critics have employed.
In chapter 1 I highlight the most important events in Hawthorne’s life, with
special emphasis on places where his life and his fiction seem to intersect. Since
critical approaches to Hawthorne’s work increasingly emphasize the historical,
social, and political context in which he wrote, I have placed his writing in
five relevant contexts in chapter 2 (Puritanism, Transcendentalism, Feminism,
Race and Slavery, and Nineteenth-century Manhood). Chapter 5 provides brief

v



vi Preface

summaries of key critical works, with special emphasis on recent criticism, and
also includes suggestions for further, in-depth reading.

I have spent thirty years reading, teaching, and writing about Hawthorne.
In this introduction I have tried as much as possible to write about Hawthorne
the way I teach him — always aware that there are many different ways. Just as
the scarlet letter comes to mean different things to different people, The Scarlet
Letter and Hawthorne’s other fiction can be read from many different angles.
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