
 

THE SCARLET LETTER SUMMER 
READING QUESTIONS 

Complete the following questions in order as you read. 
Questions should not be rewritten. Answers do not have 
to be in complete sentences. Answers will be due on the 

first day of class. The purpose of these questions is to 
help keep you focused on your reading and to prepare 
you for the test over this text. Answers will be graded.  

 

 
  

 



The Scarlet Letter 

“The Custom-House” 

This introductory section describes the conditions that led the narrator to write The Scarlet Letter. The 

narrator, a young man, works in the Boston custom-house, a building that housed government officials 

in charge of documenting the import and export of goods into and out of the country and taxing those 

goods. The narrator’s co-workers are mostly old men with whom he has very little in common. One day, 

the narrator finds a red letter “A” and a manuscript by Jonathan Pue, a former employee of the custom-

house, in a stack of old papers. The manuscript is the history of Hester Prynne, and the narrator believes 

that Pue’s ghost is speaking to him through the ages, exhorting him to write Hester’s story. While 

working at the custom-house, the narrator finds it difficult to write. However, after losing his job when a 

new president is elected, the narrator is able to settle down and write his tale. 

Chapters 1 & 2: “The Prison-Door” and “The Market-Place” 

1. What are two of the first things that are built in a new colony? 

2. What specific plants are found around the prison? 

3. Which of these plants stands out from the rest? 

4. In what month of 1642 does this novel take place? 

5. Explain the symbolism of the dead and ugly weeds. 

6. Explain the symbolism of the rose-bush. 

7. Name three of the possible people whom the Puritans could have punished. 

8. What is the full name of the woman being punished? 

9. True or False: The women in the crowd think Hester’s punishment is fair. 

10. What is Hester’s punishment? 

11. What is Hester holding when she appears? How old is it? 

12. What is on Hester’s dress? 

13. What religious image do Hester and the child both resemble and differ from? 

14. Name three things Hester thinks of when she is on the scaffold. 

15. What is the last feeling Hester has at the end of Chapter 2? 

Chapters 3 & 4: “The Recognition” and “The Interview” 

1. Whom does Hester notice at the beginning of Chapter 3? 

2. What is unusual about the man’s shoulders? 

3. What does Hester do to the baby when she first perceives the man? 

4. To what animal does Hawthorne compare the “writhing horror” on the man’s face? 

5. What is Master Dimmesdale’s occupation? 

6. What group of people has been holding the man in the crowd hostage? 

7. Explain why Hester is in Boston without her husband, according to the townsman. 

8. What sin is Hester guilty of committing? 

9. For how long does Hester have to wear the letter? 

10. Who is John Wilson? 

11. List four words Hawthorne uses to describe Dimmesdale. 

12. What is Dimmesdale trying to get Hester to do? 

13. What is the baby doing while Dimmesdale is questioning Hester? 



14. Since Hester and the baby are both quite distressed, Master Brackett decides to bring a 

____________ to the jail. The man is the same one Hester noticed in the crowd, and his name is 

___________________________. 

15. What does Chillingworth want to find out? 

16. How does Hester know this man? 

17. What does Chillingworth ask Hester to promise? 

Chapters 5 & 6: “Hester at Her Needle” and “Pearl” 

1. What does Hester believe is the purpose of the sunshine as she exits the prison? 

2. Where are two places that Hester might go to remove herself from Puritan society and its 

punishment? 

3. Why does Hester not flee the town? 

4. Describe Hester’s house.  

5. What is Hester’s talent? 

6. For what types of events was fancy embroidery used? 

7. For what occasion did Hester never sew anything? 

8. What does Hester do as charity work for her community? 

9. Do the poor appreciate what Hester does for them? 

10. What information does the scarlet letter give Hester about other people? 

11. Explain how the scarlet letter could be viewed as a supernatural object, as described at the end 

of Chapter 5. 

12. Why does Hester choose the name “Pearl” for her baby? 

13. Pearl does not want to obey __________. 

14. Hester’s only comfort was when Pearl went to ________. 

15. What are two activities of the Puritan children? 

16. Do the other children in the town like Pearl? 

17. What is the first thing Pearl noticed about Hester? 

Chapters 7 & 8: “The Governor’s Hall” and “The Elf-Child and the Minister” 

1. What does Hester bring to Gov. Bellingham’s house? 

2. What does Gov. Bellingham want to do with Pearl? 

3. What is the link between Pearl’s dress and Hester’s A? 

4. What dual meaning does Pearl have for Hester? 

5. What is mixed in with the stucco of the governor’s house that causes it to sparkle? 

6. List five things Hester notices in Gov. Bellingham’s house.  

7. What is distorted in the reflection of the suit of mail? 

8. Does Gov. Bellingham have a beautiful garden? 

9. What plant has already made an appearance in this novel as seen in the garden? 

10. To what biblical figure is Gov. Bellingham compared? (This is an allusion.) 

11. What is Pearl’s response when Mr. Wilson asks her who made her? 

12. How was Chillingworth’s appearance changed from when Hester knew him before? 

13. How has Dimmesdale’s appearance changed from when we first met him in Chapter 2? 

14. What is Hester’s argument for keeping Pearl? 

15. What sign of tenderness does Pearl demonstrate toward Rev. Dimmesdale? 



16. Who is Mistress Hibbins? 

Chapters 9 & 10: “The Leech” and “The Leech and His Patient” 

1. Who is the leech? 

2. Why did he adopt a new persona? 

3. What profession does he have in the community? 

4. From what group did he learn about herbal medicines? 

5. Describe Dimmesdale’s health. 

6. Who finally convinces Dimmesdale to accept Chillingworth’s help? 

7. Does Dimmesdale respect Chillingworth’s intellect? 

8. Describe Dimmesdale and Chillingworth’s living situation.  

9. According to the narrator, judgments made from the _________ are more accurate than 

judgments made with eyes. 

10. Name one thing about Chillingworth that causes the townspeople to have doubts about his 

“good” intentions. 

11. Dimmesdale is “haunted either by _______ himself, or by __________’s emissary, in the guise of 

Roger Chillingworth.” 

12. What two similes are used to describe Chillingworth? 

13. What is Chillingworth’s explanation for the weeds he found growing in the cemetery? 

14. What is Dimmesdale’s explanation for why some people do not reveal their secret sins? 

15. What does Pearl do with the burrs? 

16. To whom is Chillingworth compared at the end of Chapter 10? 

Chapters 11 & 12: “The Interior of a Heart” and “The Minister’s Vigil” 

1. What is Chillingworth’s goal for Dimmesdale? 

2. What is Dimmesdale’s impression of Chillingworth? 

3. How does Dimmesdale’s burden affect his ministry? 

4. What does Dimmesdale loathe more than anything else? 

5. Name three ways Dimmesdale punishes himself. 

6. What images pass through Dimmesdale’s mind when he holds a vigil? 

7. “And he himself, in so far as he shows himself in a false light, becomes a _________, or indeed, 

ceases to exist. The only _________, that continued to give Mr. Dimmesdale a real existence on 

this earth, was the _________ in his inmost ___________, and the undissembled ___________ 

of it in his aspect.” 

8. What is Dimmesdale’s location in Chapter 12? 

9. How many years have passed since Hester was first on the scaffold? 

10. What sound does Dimmesdale make while standing on the scaffold? 

11. What has happened to Gov. Winthrop on this night? 

12. What does Pearl invite Dimmesdale to do? 

13. What is his response to her? 

14. Describe the meteor.  

15. Of what is Pearl a symbol in this scene? 

16. What is the purpose of the light? 

17. What is the Puritan belief about natural signs? 



18. What meaning does Dimmesdale gleam from the meteor? 

19. Where is Chillingworth in this scene? 

20. When Dimmesdale asks Hester who Chillingworth is, she doesn’t answer. Why? 

21. What is the sexton’s explanation for how Dimmesdale’s glove was on the scaffold? 

22. How do the townspeople interpret the red A seen in the sky? 

Chapters 13 & 14: “Another View of Hester” and “Hester and the Physician” 

1. What is Hester’s impression of Dimmesdale? 

2. What type of link joins Hester and Dimmesdale? 

3. “It is to the credit of human nature, that, except where its _____________ is brought into play, 

it ___________ more readily than it __________.” 

4. What positive contributions is Hester making for her community? 

5. Because of her work in the community, the town assigns another meaning to the scarlet letter. 

What is it? 

6. How do the rulers of the community feel about Hester? 

7. How do individuals in the community feel about Hester? 

8. How has Hester changed (as a woman)? 

9. “She assumed a freedom of _____________, then common enough on the other side of the 

Atlantic, but which our forefather, had they known of it, would have held to be a deadlier 

_____________ than that stigmatized by the _________________ _____________.” 

10. “The scarlet letter had not done its office.” Interpret. 

11. What decision does Hester make at the end of Chapter 13? 

12. What is the setting of Chapter 14? 

13. Explain Hester’s opinion on the possible removal of the letter. 

14. What part of Chillingworth’s body best shows his connection to the Devil? 

15. Why does the scarlet letter burn? 

16. What is Hester’s request of Chillingworth? 

17. What is his response? 

Chapters 15 & 16: “Hester and Pearl” and “A Forest Walk” 

1. Notice that Hester expects that nature will reflect Chillingworth’s evil character. You will see this 

motif throughout the rest of the novel. 

2. How does Hester feel about Chillingworth? 

3. Why does Pearl feel bad for injuring the bird? 

4. Describe Pearl’s costume. 

5. What is Pearl’s explanation for why Hester wears the letter? 

6. What is Hester’s explanation for why she wears the letter? 

7. Why does Hester want to speak to Rev. Dimmesdale? 

8. Why won’t Hester go to Dimmesdale’s study to meet with him? 

9. What is the symbolic meaning of the footpath? 

10. Explain how mature (the sun) reflects Hester’s and Pearl’s different characters. 

11. What is the connection between the scarlet letter and the Devil? 

12. How is the brook personified? 

13. How is Pearl similar to the brook? 



14. How is Pearl different from the brook? 

15. How is Dimmesdale described at the end of Chapter 16? 

Chapters 17 & 18: “The Pastor and His Parishioner” and “A Flood of Sunshine” 

1. Why does Dimmesdale think that Hester is happier than he is? 

2. Does Hester still love Dimmesdale? 

3. What confession does Hester make? 

4. What is Dimmesdale’s reaction to Hester’s confession? 

5. Dimmesdale thinks that Chillingworth’s sin is worse than his and Hester’s. Why? 

6. Hester is associated with the forest, while Dimmesdale is associated with the town. Explain what 

each of those locations represents. 

7. How does Hester “let loose” in the forest? 

8. How does the sunshine reflect Hester and Dimmesdale’s happiness? 

9. Name the animals Pearl encounters in the forest. 

10. Why are the animals (nature) not afraid of her? 

Chapters 19 & 20: “The Child at the Brook-Side” and “The Minister in a Maze” 

1. Of what is Pearl a symbol? 

2. What does Dimmesdale do when Pearl looks at him? 

3. What does Hester have to do before Pearl will cross the brook? 

4. What does Pearl do after Dimmesdale kisses her on the forehead? 

5. What is Hester and Dimmesdale’s plan? 

6. Who is the first person Dimmesdale encounters when he gets back to town? 

7. What is he tempted to do in front of that person? 

8. Who is the second person Dimmesdale encounters? 

9. What is his problem upon talking to her? 

10. Who is the third person Dimmesdale encounters? 

11. What is his problem upon meeting her? 

12. What is Dimmesdale’s next temptation? 

13. What is his final temptation? 

14. Chillingworth concludes that he is no longer Dimmesdale’s friend, but rather his _________. 

Chapters 21 & 22: “A New England Holiday” and “The Procession” 

1. Explain how Pearl is a reflection of Hester’s heart. 

2. Why is the whole town celebrating today? 

3. We think of the Puritans as an austere group of people. Yet, the scene described in Chapter 21 is 

one of excitement and fun. Hawthorne explains that this celebration draws on traditions from 

the Puritans’ native England; however, some of the English traditions are not observed in 

Boston. What are the English traditions that the Puritans chose not to recreate on this day? 

4. What surprising news does the ship’s captain have for Hester? 

5. Who is in the procession? 

6. In general, who is smarter- the political figures or the religious figures? 

7. How has Dimmesdale changed? 

8. What aspect of Dimmesdale’s sermon is most touching to people? 



9. What is the scaffold’s meaning for Hester? 

10. What is the Indians’ impression of Pearl? 

11. What is the sailors’ impression of Pearl? 

Chapters 23 & 24: “The Revelation of the Scarlet Letter” and “Conclusion” 

1. What is the congregation’s reaction to Dimmesdale’s sermon? 

2. What is the topic of Dimmesdale’s sermon? 

3. Describe Dimmesdale’s physical appearance after giving the sermon. 

4. What happens on the scaffold? 

5. “Thou hast escaped me!” Who says this and why? 

6. What does Dimmesdale have to do to break the power Chillingworth had over him? 

7. What is the effect on Pearl when she kisses Dimmesdale? 

8. What happens to Dimmesdale at the end of Chapter 23? 

9. List the three explanations for Dimmesdale’s letter. 

10. What happened to Chillingworth after Dimmesdale’s death? 

11. What does Chillingworth leave to Pearl? 

12. Where did Pearl and Hester go? 

13. What function does Hester perform in the community as an older woman? 

14. Next to whom is Hester buried?  


