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Nathaniel Hawthorne was one of the first and best of the na-
tivist American writers, who chose to use American materials,
American issues, and drew on the background of the emerging
Evahgelical Movement, which was characterized by pietism, emo-
tionalism, emphasis on the grace of God, egalitarianism, simplicity,
and personal faith. In many ways, this merged with the Romantic
tradition which was also a strong influence on his writing—— with
its preference of emotions over reason, simple folk over aristocratic
the personal over the general. His greatest novel The Scarlet Letter,
published in 1850, is a rich compendium of this confluence of move-
ments in America.

The novel chronicles events in the distant past, 200 years be-
fore, in a time almost forgotten by his audience. Like his contempo-
raries, Herman Melville and James Fenimore Cooper, he found he
could use American characters, settings, and ideas to attract an in-
ternational audience. By this time America had large cities, a read-
ing public, and a tradition to draw on, making such works possible.

Hawthorne himself (1804-1864) was the descendent of one of

the judges of the Salem witchcraft trials and was one of America’s
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first professional writers. He drew on the history and nature of
New England, the theology of the Puritans, the customs of the ear-
ly settlers to portray a vivid tale of temptation and redemption.

The central character, the gentle, loving Hester Prynn, was
the mother of an illegitimate child. She is judged by the communi-
ty, denounced, and sentenced to bear the mark of the scarlet “A”
for adultery. By her proud and loving attitude, she transforms this
mark of disgrace into a badge of courage. It is finally the men, cow-
ardly and judgmental, who are disgraced and destroyed by her nat-
ural response to love.

The story is a complex and tantalizing tale of sin, judgment, .
nature, morality, and forgiveness. it is by no means a simple sum-
rhary of the Calvinistic views of early Puritans. Hawthrone uses
vivid characterization, allegory, rich symbolism, eloquent narra-
tive , and dramatic events to create a sympathetic critique of Puritan
thought and of universal human dilemmas.

It is a powerful example of indigenous American masterpieces.
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